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ABSTRACT 

In all parts of the world, there is a complex relationship between the conservation of heritage and 

economic development. In some places, sites and monuments are sacrificed to make way for urban or 

rural developments; in other places, they are conserved and become drivers of economic activities such 

as tourism. All societies face constant decisions around which sites and monuments to keep and which 

to let go. Multi-tiered cultural heritage management frameworks have been developed at both national 

and local levels to direct this process. This thesis looks at a related but considerably less researched 

question: the conservation of the intangible cultural heritage (ICH) of craft production in the context of 

economic development.  

This research examines specific examples of craft production in China, the issues they are facing and 

what—if anything—can be done to protect the ICH of craft production: the age-old practices and 

knowledge that provide local Chinese crafts with their unique and precious characteristics. The research 

embraces two main aims: exploring how to sustain the transmission of ICH knowledge of craft 

production in the context of economic change and development; and how best to support the 

sustainability and development of local craft practitioners. It assesses the role currently being played by 

different levels of heritage practitioners in these tasks, and makes recommendations as to how this role 

can be improved and made more effective. Oriented by these overarching aims, this thesis focuses on 

answering three closely related questions: 1) How was the ICH of craft production transmitted in the 

past in China and how has this changed in modern times? 2) Are there any aspects of the Chinese ICH 

of craft production that are currently at risk? 3) How can craft production ICH best be protected and 

sustained in contemporary commercial contexts?  

The data about the productive forces of Chinese craftsmanship is collected from historical documents 

and published research, supplemented with fieldwork data. Based on a qualitative methodology, the 

research employs semi-structured interviews to explore the research questions in three field sites, each 

of which represents a different context of contemporary craft commodification: a global industrial 

context (Jingdezhen case), a local community context (Ganzhou case), and a tourism context (Xidi case). 

Data processing adopts a Grounded Theory method, and the analytical framework comes from 

Godelier’s Structural Marxist model of social formation.  

This study produces three overarching findings. Firstly, the transmission of the ICH of Chinese craft 

production has been profoundly influenced by both economic and political factors throughout its history. 

Secondly, some aspects of the means of production, organization of production, and relations of 

production are threatening the sustainable transmission of traditional forms of craftsmanship. This 

thesis claims that there is no single pattern that is universally applicable to the sustainable transmission 

of all craftsmanship. The unique features of separate forms of craftsmanship, as well as the differences 
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in the social contexts in which they operate, all affect the continuity of craftsmanship in particular and 

localized ways. Thirdly, no matter whether in ancient or modern times, the sustainability of 

craftsmanship transmission is ultimately bound up with the sustaining of favorable economic conditions. 

Specifically, the evolving tastes of craft consumers and the mode of production directly affect the craft 

industry, and further influence craftsmanship transmission. One of the findings of my work is that the 

current, slumped traditional craft economy requires a level of government intervention to restore 

sufficient market power to return the craft industry to sustainability. 

This thesis makes a genuinely new contribution to understanding the ICH of craft production; in 

particular, how the knowledge of craft production is passed on from one generation to the next, and how 

this has been affected by the many processes of modernization. Regarding the management of ICH, this 

thesis makes recommendations that speak to the national, provincial, and local level. These have 

implications for the ways in which the ICH of craft production should be managed in China and other 

similar contexts. This has profound implications for future research in this field. Nevertheless, this thesis 

has explored just a small part of the ‘craft world’ and much additional research needs to be done to 

understand the specifics of different areas and different types of craft.   
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

In all parts of the world, there is a complex relationship between the conservation of heritage and 

economic development. In some places, sites and monuments are sacrificed to make way for urban or 

rural developments; in other places they are conserved and become drivers of economic activities such 

as tourism. All societies face constant decisions around which sites and monuments to keep and which 

to let go. Multi-tiered cultural heritage management frameworks have been developed at both national 

and local levels to direct this process. This thesis looks at a related but considerably less researched 

question: the conservation of intangible cultural heritage (ICH) craft production in the context of 

economic development.  

Traditional knowledge of craftsmanship and craft production are types of ICH, and many aspects of this 

knowledge (e.g., inheritance, transmission, and development) has been significantly challenged by 

urbanization, industrialization, modernization, and globalization (Scrase 2003; Aikawa-Faure 2008, 16; 

Bratich and Brush 2011; Rajindra 2013; Manitsaris et al. 2014; Winter 2014, 558; Yang et al. 2018; 

Akagawa and Smith 2018, xiii; Wiktor-Mach 2019). This research focuses on the particulars of China 

and considers the history of Chinese craft production; how craft items were produced in the past, and 

how the specialist skills needed to produce them were transmitted between generations. I then compare 

this to the present to identify how Chinese craft production is changing and whether this poses a threat 

to any aspect of Chinese ICH. My aim is to explore how best to balance the sustainable development 

of profit-driven modern craft industries with the long-term conservation of the ancient and significant 

Chinese ICH linked to craft production. I deal with multiple time periods in this thesis and it is therefore 

important to clarify that when I use the modern polity term ‘China/Chinese’ I am referring to the 

geographical location of modern China instead of a cultural or linguistic conception. I acknowledge 

that the term China/Chinese would not have been understood in many of the time periods I discuss in 

the way it is understood today. 

In this opening chapter, I begin by situating my study within the global heritage discourse so as to 

explain my choice of research question. I then discuss my choice of methods (including data collection 

and analysis) and the ethical issues raised. 

1.1 Research Background 

1.1.1 The Development of Heritage Studies  

Whilst a fascination for historical roots and origins seems to be a nearly ubiquitous feature of human 

history, Heritage Studies as we know it today is generally thought to have begun in Europe with a strong 
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emphasis on the preservation of tangible heritage, particularly monuments, historic sites and buildings 

(e.g., Gothic cathedrals), as well as moveable objects (e.g., historical artifacts) (Ashworth 2011). The 

preservationist interest in heritage could be traced back to seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe 

(Winter 2014, 558). During the mid-late nineteenth century, the preservation ethos was used to resist 

the ‘erosion’ of the past by modern elements (e.g., lifestyle, fashion, production process) in the 

aftermath of the European Industrial Revolution. Nostalgia for what had been lost during the European 

Industrial Revolution caused many to consider the need for preserving important sites and monuments 

from the past (Lowenthal 1985; Ashworth 2011, 5). This developed through time into the preservationist 

paradigm regarding the physical management of heritage that came to the forefront in the 1900s 

(Ashworth 2011). 

Preservationists advocate for ‘protective intervention’ to maintain the original fabric and condition of 

heritage places (Ashworth 2011, 4) even when the functions or contexts that produced the heritage no 

longer exist or have drastically changed (Ashworth 2011, 5). Legal prohibition of change/destruction 

was the simplest and commonest approach used within this preservation paradigm to protect heritage 

from harm or damage (Ashworth 2011, 7). By the 1960s, Western countries had enacted many official 

pieces of heritage legislation and government efforts to preserve heritage enjoyed widespread popular 

support (Ashworth 2011, 9).  

In the view of preservationists, the values and structures of the pre-industrial past are superior1 to the 

industrializing present (Ashworth 2011, 6). Many societies assign value to the relics of their past and 

wish to sustain elements or qualities derived from the past into the present and future (Lowenthal 1985). 

‘Development’ or ‘change’ are thus offset up as being in contradiction to ‘preservation’ (Ashworth 2011, 

8). The principle of this preservation paradigm—namely, ‘first save, then maintain and bequest, and if 

possible, reuse’ (Ashworth 2011, 8)—was vividly demonstrated in the 1964 Venice Charter whose 

Article 5 states: ‘The conservation of monuments is always facilitated by making use of them for some 

socially useful purpose. Such use is therefore desirable but it must not change the lay-out or decoration 

of the building. It is within these limits only that modifications demanded by a change of function 

should be envisaged and may be permitted’ (ICOMOS 1964). The Venice Charter recognized historic 

monuments as a common heritage and highlighted the responsibility of present and future generations 

to pass on this heritage in a manner that retains its authenticity and integrity. The concept of authenticity 

in this case refers specifically to maintaining the original physical integrity of the site or monument.  

However, this older conception of preservation became challenged by the practicalities of urban 

                                                      
1 This doctoral research does not fully agree on the usage of ‘superior’ in Ashworth’s argument. Some tangible examples of 

their existence, such as medieval houses, need to be preserved; is not that they are seen as ‘superior’ but is simply that they 

are an important memory of these artifacts. They might have aesthetic and social value as well as historical value and therefore 

be of high significance, but they are not ‘superior’. 
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evolution (Ashworth 2011, 7). In the process of urbanization, tangible heritage—particularly historic 

sites and buildings—sometimes came to be viewed as an obstacle to ‘progress’ because the preservation 

of heritage’s structural authenticity stood in the way of the need for the provision of modern services 

(Ashworth 2011, 8—9). This sowed the ‘seed’ for the rise of a conservation paradigm during the 1960s. 

Conservationists espoused the need for ‘preserving purposefully’, which brought consideration of 

contemporary use into decisions over heritage management (Burke 1976). In the 1960s, ‘adaptive reuse’ 

became a core conception that was applied extensively by planning departments of local authorities to 

heritage properties in Western Europe and North America (Ashworth 2011, 10). Compared to the 

preservation paradigm, the focus of conservationists shifted to consider not only the physical integrity 

but also conserving the broader context of the site or ‘ensembles’, such as protecting entire historical 

districts within cities (Larkham 1996). Emphasis therefore shifted towards the utilization of heritage for 

any purposes (e.g., economic, cultural, or social aims) and ‘change’ was permitted to allow re-utilization 

as long as a sense of the original ‘ensembles’ was maintained. In some cases, original streetscape 

frontages were maintained but entirely modern buildings were constructed behind the original facades. 

The paradigm shift from preservationism to conservationism involved a set of compromises to societal 

development and human needs, some of which were later criticized in heritage writings. 

As more and more countries became concerned with conservation and got involved in the development 

of post-World War II multinational conservation structures such as UNESCO, ICOMOS and ICOM, 

heritage issues took on an international perspective. In 1965, the idea of ‘world heritage trust’ was 

proposed by the White House Conference on International Cooperation in the USA, which called for 

international cooperation in identifying, establishing, developing and managing the world’s natural and 

historic sites for the benefit of the international citizenry (Slatyer 1983, 138). This significant proposal 

eventually stimulated the promulgation of the first international universal treaty on heritage, namely the 

Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage (henceforth World 

Heritage Convention) that concerns the protection of natural and cultural heritage primarily on tangible 

forms, such as monuments, groups of buildings, and historic sites (UNESCO 1972). In the World 

Heritage Convention, both natural and cultural forms of heritage were conceptualized and embodied. 

Heritage was particularly stressed for its identity as the shared treasure of humanity that highlights the 

‘universal value of heritage’ (Akagawa and Smith 2018, 1). The World Heritage Convention can be 

seen as a revival of preservationism in the context of conservationism, as a countermeasure to the 

increasing damage not only by the traditional causes of heritage decline but also by the ever-faster- 

changing social and economic contexts. 

Since the 1980s, a Heritage Paradigm that advertises the priority of contemporary social, political, and 

economic needs in heritage management has become mainstream in the international sphere (Ashworth 
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2011). This paradigm reconsiders the relationship between the utilization and preservation of heritage. 

It sees that use determines and creates the heritage resource instead of use being something requiring 

management and control (Ashworth 2011, 10). Heritage hence becomes a ‘cultural creation of the 

present’; that is, ‘the present’ will constantly imagine ‘new pasts’ to satisfy its changing needs 

(Ashworth 2011, 11). This has inspired a generation of heritage researchers to rethink the nature, identity, 

function and value of heritage (Waterton and Watson 2013; Winter 2014; Akagawa and Smith 2018; 

Wiktor-Mach 2019). With a shift from being objectivity-oriented (i.e., physical-heritage-prioritized 

preservation) to subjectivity-oriented (i.e., demand-oriented heritage utilization), this Heritage 

Paradigm exposes inherent selectivity (Akagawa and Smith 2018, xiii) and thus targets some salient 

questions such as ‘how is the selection made in using heritage, who makes it, on which criteria, and on 

the basis of what authority’ (Ashworth 2011, 10).  

In the mid to late 1980s, a view emerged in the UK that heritage had become an ‘industry’ (Hewison 

1987), which saw an economy-oriented trend in the utilization of heritage. This considered the 

commodification of heritage through theme parks, historical recreation and other forms of heritage 

commercialization, such as heritage craft. In tandem with this, others were also considering the heritage 

of craft but from another perspective: not as a product for exploitation and commercialization but in 

terms of the heritage values it contained. It was realized that there was a whole dimension to heritage 

that had been largely ignored in both the preservationist and conservationist paradigms: intangible 

heritage. Tangible heritage—such as sites, buildings, and artifacts—was seen as a vehicle for the 

transmission of historicity (Ashworth 2011, 10). The value of the intangible part of heritage came to be 

acknowledged and people became concerned about it. 

1.1.2 Increasing Recognition Given to Intangible Cultural Heritage and the 

Rise of Asian Discourse Rights in Heritage Studies 

Following the strong focus on tangible heritage within the World Heritage Convention, many nations 

began to consider how best to provide similar levels of recognition and protection to important aspects 

of ICH. As early as 1973, Bolivia proposed a Protocol to the Universal Copyright Convention that was 

intended to provide a legal framework for the protection of folklore (UNESCO 1973). This was not 

accepted, but led to series of regional seminars and intergovernmental meetings (UNESCO 1982) and 

to the establishment of various ICH-specialized departments within UNESCO, though they did not use 

the term ‘intangible cultural heritage’ at this time. One was the Committee of Governmental Experts on 

the Safeguarding of Folklore, which had its origins in 1982 and then reformed in 1985. It concentrated 

on copyright, intellectual property, and legislative protection of folklore, literary and artistic works 

(UNESCO 1989a). This work led to the Recommendation on the Safeguarding of Traditional Culture 
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and Folklore 1989 (thereafter ‘Recommendation’), and became the first formal UNESCO provision for 

the safeguarding of ICH (UNESCO 1989b). Although the Recommendation utilized the term ‘folklore’ 

instead of ‘ICH’, it defined ‘folklore’ as ‘language, literature, music, dance, games, mythology, rituals, 

customs, handicrafts, architecture and other arts’ (UNESCO 1989b). This definition exactly matches 

the five domains of ICH that came to be listed in the subsequent Convention for the Safeguarding of 

the Intangible Cultural Heritage (henceforth Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention) in 2003 

(UNESCO 2003b).  

The term ‘intangible cultural heritage’ was first put forward in 1993 in the report ‘International 

Consultation on New Perspectives for UNESCO’s Programme: The Intangible Cultural Heritage’ 

(UNESCO 1993b), but was not uniformly used in subsequent documents (UNESCO 1993a). The most 

significant move forward in the international protection of ICH was made in 2002, when the Istanbul 

Declaration came out of the Third Round Table Meeting of Ministers of Culture recommending a new 

convention dedicated to ICH. This led to the drafting of a universal convention for safeguarding world 

ICH (UNESCO 2002), released in 2003 as the Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention. Through these 

efforts, the value and significance of ICH were highlighted in response to global changes in political, 

economic, social, and cultural environments (Aikawa-Faure 2008, 13).  

The Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention is seen as a counterpoint to the World Heritage Convention, 

which since the 1990s has been criticized by states from Asia and the Southern Hemisphere for 

legitimizing a Western-centric or Eurocentric view (e.g., of authenticity and integrity) in terms of 

heritage policies and practice (Aikawa-Faure 2008, 15; Akagawa and Smith 2018, 1). For instance, 

UNESCO is headquartered in Paris—in the 1990s its staff was dominated by people born in Europe, 

and the early iterations of the UNESCO World Heritage Site List were dominated by European sites 

and places (Smith and Akagawa 2008, 1). The World Heritage Convention was also criticized for using 

selection criteria that were Eurocentric and poorly suited to the cultural characteristics of Asia and the 

Southern Hemisphere countries (Aikawa-Faure 2008, 15). These critics, along with long-term lobbying 

from non-Western states and Indigenous peoples (Akagawa and Smith 2018, 2), urged UNESCO to take 

corrective measures and, as a result, intangible components were subsequently included in the selection 

criteria for World Heritage Sites, and separate efforts were made to give specific separate 

acknowledgment to ICH, such as in the creation of the Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention. 

The Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention signifies a shift in the heritage discourse towards—if not 

a shift at least a sharing with—non-Western worldviews (e.g., countries from Asia, Africa, and South 

America and Indigenous communities). This opened the pathways to ‘challenge the Eurocentric 

Authorized Heritage Discourse’ (Akagawa and Smith 2018, 2) and even to ‘counter the hegemony of 

Western rationalism’ (Winter 2014, 563). The World ICH Lists (e.g., the ‘List of the Intangible Cultural 
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Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding’ and the ‘Representative List of the ICH of Humanity’) are 

cogent examples that show an increasing level of acknowledgment by UNESCO of non-Western 

heritage resources and practices. 

Asian countries provided an important voice in counterpart to the established Eurocentric views. 

Japan’s formative contribution to the legislative protection of ICH in the early 1950s and South Korea 

more recently (Smith and Akagawa 2008, 146), along with their reworking of the core international 

conception of authenticity through the writing of the NARA Document (ICOMOS 1994), have been 

highly recognized by the heritage academia (Smith and Akagawa 2008; Akagawa and Smith 2018; 

Wiktor-Mach 2019). In recent years, China has played an increasingly influential role in global cultural 

governance (Wiktor-Mach 2019), making drastic advances in its profile on the UNESCO World 

Heritage Site List and the UNESCO List of Intangible Cultural Heritage. From a relatively marginalized 

position before 1990, Asian countries are now taking leading roles in international heritage diplomacy, 

leading the international discourse around ICH and helping to develop standards of world best practice 

in managing ICH.  

Whilst Europe and the USA continue to dominate most areas of the field of heritage theory generation 

(Winter 2014, 560), some excellent heritage researchers from Asian countries—particularly Japan and 

the Republic of Korea—are gradually challenging the global theoretical discourse around ICH. The 

leading international journal on ICH, the International Journal of Intangible Heritage, is sponsored by 

the Government of South Korea and is published there. The Japanese scholar Natsuko Akagawa has 

edited two of the defining volumes on ICH in recent years (Smith and Akagawa 2008; Akagawa and 

Smith 2018). This discourse shift (or sharing) reflects a trend of pluralization in heritage studies which 

better addresses the sociocultural past and future for the world’s different regions (Winter 2014, 560).  

My thesis will further contribute to this trend, placing a new focus on the ICH of craft production in the 

context of rapid industrialization, urbanization and modernization in East Asia. My particular focus will 

be on China, but the findings of my research will have broader implications for the management of the 

ICH of craft production across Asia and beyond. 

1.1.3 Core Issues for Craft Production in East Asia 

The increased recent in attention afforded to ICH-safeguarding in East Asia is a direct response to the 

burgeoning threats from globalization, modernization, urbanization, and industrialization (Scrase 2003; 

Aikawa-Faure 2008, 16; Bratich and Brush 2011; Rajindra 2013; Manitsaris et al. 2014; Winter 2014, 

558; Yang et al. 2018; Akagawa and Smith 2018, xiii; Wiktor-Mach 2019). Heritagization is promoted 

internationally as a way to resist the homogeneity brought by globalization (Wiktor-Mach 2019, 1601) 

and to protect cultural diversity. In East Asia it is seen as a way to protect unique local characteristics. 
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Modernization, urbanization, and industrialization in East Asia have led to the total erasure in many 

countries of past built environments, cultural spaces, production modes, lifestyles, and faiths (Aikawa-

Faure 2008, 16). These drastic changes pose colossal threats for the survival of traditional craftsmanship 

practices, especially for products that lose their traditional consumer base and where traditional crafts 

get superseded by modern products.  

Traditional craftsmanship is garnering worldwide attention and official recognition as an ICH, primarily 

due to UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention of 2003, which acknowledged traditional 

craftsmanship as one of the five domains of ICH. The substance of ICH has been extensively debated 

in China, and these debates largely mirror UNESCO’s definition of ICH. According to Song (2006), 

ICH has five characteristics: it is transmittable (or inheritable), societal practice related, intangible, 

diverse, and dynamic. Following a study of the definition of ICH, Bamo (2008) emphasized the identity 

of ICH as a common legacy of humanity. Han (2020) asserted that intangibility is the most fundamental 

feature of ICH, and went on to list four other attributes: daily life-related, humanistic, dynamic, and 

body-practicable. Based on the 2003 Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention, Bamo (2020) redefined 

the ICH from four aspects: dynamic, inclusive, representative, and community-based identity. Drawing 

upon the opinions of these scholars, we can see that ICH has multiple identities, it is common treasure 

of humanity, a consequence of cultural transmission, a reflection of ancient wisdom, and an epitome of 

traditional life. Traditional craftsmanship has attributes that place it squarely within the general features 

of ICH. 

Although the definition of craftsmanship is still being debated, several common characteristics can be 

identified. Whilst craftsmanship produces items of tangible cultural heritage, the knowledge system 

underpinning traditional craft production, places it diagnostically within ICH because it is characterized 

by ‘traditional techniques’ (Langlands 2018, 16), ‘experiential knowledge’ (Sennett 2008, 95; Pan 2011) 

and ‘humanistic practices attached to a local place’ (Williams et al. 1992, 31). Scrutinizing the ideas of 

craftsmanship, some distinctively ICH features include: professional specialized activity (Risatti 2007, 

14; Adamson 2010, 2), the process of artistic creation (UNESCO and International Trade Center 

Symposium 1997), the practice of knowledge transmission within specific and limited circumstances 

(Sun 2017, 50—1). Compared to other forms of ICH, the most unique feature of craftsmanship lies in 

its commercialism, that is, craftsmanship is indeed an individual small-scale traditional trade activity 

(Sandgruber, Bichler-Ripfel, and Walcher 2019, 19—21). The business-management, profit-chasing, 

career development, and market-oriented attributes all affect the sustainability of craftsmanship. In turn, 

the commercial nature of most craft production raises interesting and important questions about change 

and authenticity. Although UNESCO avoided using the term ‘authenticity’ in the 2003 Intangible 

Cultural Heritage Convention because of the difficulty of defining this term in the context of ICH, the 

paradox between commodification and authenticity has been discussed for many years and in many 
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fields such as tourism (Maccannell 1973; Cohen 1988) and heritage studies (Arrunnapaporn 2011; 

Bobot 2012; Ramshaw, Gammon, and Huang 2013). I will return to consider this paradox in the 

concluding chapter where I will discuss those aspects of the Chinese ICH of craft production that are 

currently at risk. 

My research uses case studies to examine specific examples of craft production in China, the issues 

they are facing and what, if anything, can be done to protect the ICH of craft production—those age-

old practices and knowledges that provide Asian crafts with their unique and precious characteristics. 

This is the core intention of my research. I accept that not all forms of traditional craft can be protected, 

but the purpose of this project is to begin a considered discussion around which Chinese crafts should 

be protected and how. My research embraces two main concerns: exploring how to sustain the 

transmission of ICH knowledge of craft production in the context of economic change and development; 

and how best to support the sustainability and development of local craft practitioners. I assess the role 

currently being played by different levels of heritage practitioners (especially the government) in these 

tasks and make recommendations as to how this role can be improved and made more effective. 

When discussing the state of craft production in China, as in most other countries, tourism is highly 

important (Cros 2008; Bobot 2012; Comer 2012; Zhu 2012; Shepherd and Yu 2012; Giudici et al. 2013; 

Rodzi, Zaki, and Subli 2013; Bui and Lee 2015; Zhang, Fyall, and Zheng 2015; Alvarez, Go, and Yuksel 

2016; Sonia 2016; Guo, Pikas, and Lee 2017; Lixinski 2018; Kim, Whitford, and Arcodia 2019; Su 

2019). Whilst my thesis is not limited to case studies in which the tourism industry is the key driver, I 

do give it important consideration. My case studies focus on three contexts of craft commodification: a 

global industrial context, a local internal/community market context, and a tourism context. This multi-

context perspective provides an insight into the extent to which unregulated commodification can 

sustain ICH and provides direct evidence of the potential dangers to ICH of leaving the market 

unregulated.  

In thinking through the value of regulation of the craft industry, I consider the roles of different actors 

(e.g., communities, government at all levels, investors, ICH holders) in intangible heritage conservation 

practices. Whilst some aspects of craft production may be viewed as ‘traditional’ and therefore almost 

timeless, this research understands craft production as ‘ever-changing’ and ‘generative’. Therefore, I 

cast all of my case studies within a long historical perspective so as to explore how the ICH of craft 

production has survived through major changes in the past, as a means to consider how best to navigate 

a course for its continued conservation and development into the future.  

1.1.4 Craft, Craft Skills, and Craft Production 

To date, no consensus has been reached among academics around the world about the origin of the 
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concepts of craft, handicraft, and craftsmanship, but it is certainly very ancient. Alfred the Great, who 

used the term ‘cræft’ for the first time in ancient English manuscripts, did not define it precisely, instead 

describing it as ‘a quality or state of being, an almost indefinable knowledge or wisdom’ (Langlands 

2018, 15). I agree with Hyland’s assertion that craft is a concept of ‘polythetic category’ (Hyland 2016, 

395). 

Prior to the Industrial Revolution, craft production was conducted by skilled hands, and hence 

‘craftsmanship’ became a symbolic term used for high-quality products (Risatti 2007, 14). However, 

nowadays ‘skilled hands’ is no longer the only method of manufacturing crafts, so the symbolic effect 

of the term has changed (Risatti 2007, 14). Contemporary scholars generally acknowledge that ‘skilled 

hands’ is still the primary distinguishing feature of crafts as compared to factory-produced goods. 

Whilst modern techniques and technology are accepted within modern craft production practice there 

is nonetheless still a premise that ‘skilled hands’ should contribute to the core part of craft production 

because it is seen as determining the essential value of the craftwork (UNESCO and International Trade 

Center Symposium 1997). 

In China, ‘craftsperson’ was first termed as ‘jiangren (匠人)’ in the Ana of Mozi: Tianzhi (墨子:天志

上). This means that, early in the Spring and Autumn Period, craftsmanship that was usually called as 

‘gongyi (工艺)’ had been recognized as a set of specialized skills used in professional production 

activities. In ancient China, craft specialization might occur in civilian or imperial craft workshops, as 

a manner of serving royal families, making a living, or supplying daily needs. Influenced by the 

international Arts and Crafts Movement since the second half of the 19th century, China began to 

associate craft work with artistic creation, and in 1920 Cai Yuanpei coined the phrase ‘fine art craft (工

艺美术)’ to describe it (Zhu 2009, 25). At this time, the ‘skilled hands’ used in craft production to create 

artistic value were highly acknowledged (Zhu 2009, 25). Craft is more than just a repetitive manual 

manufacturing activity; it also contains a sense of personal aesthetic expression. In the 1950s, the term 

‘craft’ started to be used to highlight the ‘traditional handicrafts’ that were specialized for export (Zhu 

2009, 25). The state at that time emphasized the value of time-honored and worldwide well-known 

Chinese traditional crafts, and encouraged state-owned craft factories to manufacture these crafts to 

boost foreign trade revenues, and so to support the recovery of China’s post-war economy. With the rise 

of the concept of ICH in China at the beginning of the 21st century, ‘craft’ became a nostalgic term, 

referring to those vanishing traditional items that contrast with modern objects. The first efforts at 

safeguarding the ICH of craft production were primarily driven by the wish to resist or to slow down 

the wane of these traditions. Nowadays, craftsmanship’s historical significance is becoming more 

apparent as people have a better grasp of it (Sandgruber, Bichler-Ripfel, and Walcher 2019, 19). 

‘Craftsmanship’ is always preceded by the term ‘traditional’ in UNESCO and Chinese government 



10 

 

papers relating to ICH, to emphasize the historical inheritance, integrity and authenticity of 

craftsmanship. The aspect that I am most concerned with in this thesis is the ICH knowledge 

underpinning ‘traditional’ craftsmanship and how this knowledge is communicated from one generation 

to the next. Knowledge transfer can inevitably involve both knowledge change and knowledge loss, 

hence knowledge transfer practices lie at the heart of proper consideration of the safeguarding of the 

ICH of Chinese craftsmanship.  

Seen from a diachronic perspective, changes in the transmission of heritage knowledge, value, and 

identity between generations are important; however, they have avoided significant academic attention 

for two reasons. Firstly, a systematic understanding of ICH transmission is inherently complex because 

transmission operates in diverse contexts, such as ‘social orientations or attitudes and values, skills and 

knowledge, and behaviors’ (Schönpflug 2009, 461); secondly, there is a lack of relevant ancient records 

and narratives that mention the transmission of ICH. This restricts any detailed assessment of 

transmission practices beyond the past three generations (Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman 1981; Grusec 

and Kuczynski 1997; Schönpflug 2009; Euler, Hoier, and Rohde 2009; Kaine 2016). Whilst accepting 

the reality of these challenges, I argue that craft is particularly suitable for analysis via a diachronic 

approach because the ICH of traditional craftsmanship leaves behind a tangible manifestation. Scholars 

emphasize the importance of craft in transmitting culture, asserting that ‘only when it becomes 

objectified in physical realities (e.g., artifacts) can the subjectivities of what is being remembered be 

satisfactorily disputed or agreed’ (Murtagh, Boland, and Shirlow 2017, 510). Moreover, because of its 

tangibility, craft withstands time and exquisite examples are collected and passed on through many 

generations and over centuries. Thus, past craft objects are available to use when considering 

transmission in craft design and processing techniques in the past.  

The evolution of craftsmanship is a process, and changes may occur at any moment. Thus, it is 

unfeasible to use criteria such as value, authenticity, or integrity to define crafts and craftsmanship. 

‘Craft’ in this thesis refers to the materialization of the skills that are passed on from ancient times, in a 

time-honored history, that have never developed into an ‘industry’ (i.e., a high degree of mechanized 

production in factories), and that are still produced in contemporary China.  

As with other types of ICH, traditional forms of craftsmanship and craft production are significantly 

challenged by urbanization, industrialization, modernization, and globalization. To adapt to competition 

from large enterprises, local cottage industries and craftspeople are under pressure to embrace mass 

production so as to produce craft items quicker and cheaper (Lü and Luo 2014). Cultural preferences 

have also changed with new social contexts; some traditional practices such as festivals or rituals that 

once required delicate craft production have embraced the cheaper outputs of mass production, resulting 

in fewer chances for craftspeople to transmit their inherited values in craft production. Besides, younger 

generations in communities are inclined to work in modern industries, such as service industries and 
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factories—these offer them better and more reliable remuneration than traditional craft production, 

which often requires lengthy apprenticeship and involves highly exacting work. For some families and 

communities where craft-making knowledge is only passed on within specific social boundaries, 

knowledge can disappear when the next generation has no willingness to learn the knowledge whilst 

outsiders are automatically excluded from learning the knowledge.  

Many inheritors of craft production ICH belong to marginalized populations, are of advanced age, and 

receive insufficient respect from official bodies. Most craftspeople who produce traditional crafts in 

China also come from rural areas. In this context, depletion of natural resources and environmental 

degradation are both threatening traditional craft production (UNESCO 2019). In terms of the 

consumption of crafts, urbanization, industrialization, globalization, and modernization are all shifting 

trends in fashion, cultural taste and aesthetics (Scrase 2003, 449). This can be mitigated somewhat by 

governmental publicity and promotion of ICH that can, to some extent, improve the modern market 

acceptance of crafts through cultivating the social recognition of the significance of handicrafts. 

However, any such intervention would require many years of promotion to take effect. One task of this 

thesis is to consider whether such interventions are needed and, if they are, what form they should take. 

1.1.5 Review of Studies of Craft Production 

Studies of craft production have come from archaeology, cultural anthropology, sociology and business 

schools. Archaeologists have explored the organization of craft production in different cultural 

communities around the world during prehistoric and ancient periods (Arnold and Munns 1994; Crown 

2001; Schortman and Urban 2004; Costin 2005; Aoyama 2007; Knabb 2008; Rice 2009; Underhill 2012; 

Rebay-Salisbury 2014; Womack 2017; Olausson 2017) and explored the role of craft’s specialized 

production in social construction (Reinhart 2017). Anthropologists have focused on the continuity and 

changes in material culture, seeking to understand the process by which craft skills are learned and 

sustained (Minar and Crown 2001). Some also discuss some fundamental issues about the essence, 

identity, and functions of crafts (Risatti 2007). Sociologists primarily look at the impact of craft practice 

on communities. As an example, they have examined the role of handicrafts as tourism souvenirs and 

considered the economic benefits of craft production and sale for local communities (Mustafa 2011; 

Yair and Schwarz 2011; Abisuga-Oyekunle and Fillis 2017; Kline 2017). Business Schools have looked 

at the economics, management and marketing of craft, especially in tourism and globalization contexts 

(Wherry 2008; Nyawo and Mubangizi 2015; Ona and Solis 2017).  

In terms of systematic studies of the economics of craft production, the works of Cooper (1980) and 

Goody (1982) are noteworthy. They adopted Marxist theories of labor and production to explain 

workshop craft production (Cooper 1980) and factory industrial craft production (Goody 1982) through 



12 

 

an analysis of the relations of production, crafts commodification, and forces of production. Cooper 

(1980) documented the evolution of the mode of production of Chinese wood-carved furniture from the 

late nineteenth-century inland peasant villages to its present-day elaboration in the industrialized 

cityscape of modern Hong Kong. 

Other topics to which researchers have turned their attention include applied research on the livelihood 

of craft producers (Parts et al. 2011; Martindale 2012; Varutti 2015), the challenges faced by Third 

World craftspeople in the context of economic globalization (Scrase 2003) , and problems that emerge 

in the preservation of traditional craft heritage (Yang et al. 2018). Some scholars have made 

recommendations for the preservation of craftsmanship, such as by focusing on the role of traditional 

craft centers (Ribašauskienė and Šumylė 2016), and the various potential policies for promoting 

employment and sustainability in the handicraft sector (Grobar 2019). 

There has also been a historical focus on the transmission of culture (including craftsmanship), on which 

I intend to build and to expand through the research of this project. In the first half of the twentieth 

century, promoted by technological development and especially the two World Wars, systematic studies 

on transmission phenomena and mechanisms in culturology were elaborated in Europe and the United 

States (Schönpflug 2009, 1). Up until the 1980s, sociobiological and anthropological approaches were 

integrated into this work. Sociologists observed transmission issues from a cultural-capital point of view 

(Bourdieu 1984) while anthropologists stressed the elements of ‘attitudes, values, and personality traits’ 

instead of ‘the transmission of knowledge and practical skills’ (Schönpflug 2009, 22).  

Generally, cultural transmission includes vertical transmission (e.g., intergenerational family ties) and 

horizontal peer communication (e.g., obligatory schooling), which have been tested in numerous 

research studies over the past several decades (Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman 1981; Boyd and Richerson 

1985; Gelman and Hirschfeld 1994; Cronk 1995; Barkow, Cosmides, and Tooby 1996; Grusec and 

Kuczynski 1997; Euler, Hoier, and Rohde 2009; Schönpflug 2009). It is common for studies on craft 

skills transmission to research the learning episodes within the general ontogenetic process of 

knowledge acquisition (Ruddle and Chesterfield 1977). As cultural transmission is an intentional 

selection rather than ‘random adaptation’ (Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman 1981, 10), who holds the cultural 

rights (power) to decide the selection during cultural transmission, and how the selection affects the 

culture are profound questions of great academic and societal importance. This thesis not only explores 

the process of craftsmanship transmission in ancient and present China’s craft industries but also 

considers the underlying relations of craftsmanship transmission, which vary through times and 

contexts. 

More specifically regarding China’s craft skills and production, there has been limited focus since the 

1970s by researchers working outside of China. Garner (1970) and Stalberg and Nesi (1980) paid early 
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attention to several of China’s well-known crafts. Garner (1970) outlined the development path and 

skills spread of oriental blue and white porcelain. Stalberg and Nesi (1980) focused on some typical 

Chinese crafts, considering their cultural and historical meanings as well as the basic techniques 

involved in their manufacture. Moll-Murata, Jianze, and Vogel (2005) studied the ancient texts that 

record the management of dynastic handicraft production, looking at Chinese handicraft regulations in 

some dynasties (e.g., Qing). Eyferth (2009) investigated the twentieth-century history of a community 

of rural craftspeople in China’s Sichuan province and provides one of the few studies that concerns the 

change of craft production in different modes of production and through different regimes. Gillette 

(2010), Varutti (2015), and Gowlland (2017) studied critical issues of craft production in contemporary 

China. Gillette (2010) conducted an ethnographic study in Jingdezhen and revealed that market forces 

have caused the copying and counterfeiting of porcelain production there. Varutti (2015) investigated 

indigenous groups in Taiwan, explaining ‘how contemporary indigenous heritage is constructed by 

craftspeople through the conflation of tradition, value, authenticity, indigeneity, creativity, and 

innovation’ (1036). Gowlland (2017) examined ceramic production in Dingshu, China’s Pottery Capital, 

and attempted to revive the heritage value of one very specific product or craft, the zisha teapot, in 

contemporary Chinese economic, cultural and political contexts. Gowlland’s study provided a detailed 

example and recent evidence for ‘how the specific demands of craft and craft practice maintain a 

particular kind of relationship with social change in the contemporary world’ (5). Most recently, 

Gerritsen (2020) examined the emergence of the Jingdezhen porcelain market and showed how this city 

of blue and white porcelain participated in the mobility of crafts, labors, skills, techniques, and 

ideologies in the early modern world (1). Even though external non-Chinese scholars have not 

conducted as large a volume of studies on Chinese crafts as internal Chinese scholars, their multi-

disciplined perspectives and theory-focused research paradigms have laid a good foundation for future 

craft-related research in China. 

Regarding ancient handicraft production, Chinese scholars have primarily adopted archaeological and 

historical perspectives. In archaeology, it is a common approach to use crafts as indicators of particular 

time periods—for example, certain types of bronze wares exemplify certain periods in prehistoric China 

(Du 1992)—or to understand past social processes during a specific period, such as the links between 

individual iron producers and shifting centers of power during the Warring States Period (Cai 2003b). 

During the 20th century, Chinese historians have devoted significant attention to organizing knowledge 

of Chinese traditional crafts into handbooks and encyclopedias. They have also made annotations to 

some ancient handicraft texts such as Kao-kung Ji 考工记 (Dai 2003), Tao-shuo 陶说 (Zhu and Fu 

1984) and other porcelain-relevant ancient literature (Chen 2015a, 2015b). In terms of regional studies, 

Chinese historians have compiled a series of handbooks regarding China’s well-known traditional craft 

techniques among ethnic minorities; for example, there is one on textile skills (Chen 1996a). Despite 
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the significant value of these historians’ works, the transmission of the ICH of ancient craft production 

over multiple generations is seldom discussed. It is on this topic that I seek to make a contribution 

through this research. 

Luan (1989) has revealed that new patterns of craft skills transmission emerged with the formation of 

a new mode of production in the late Qing dynasty. Liu and Chen (2015) outlined several common 

transmission patterns of handicraft skills in ancient times. Han and Zhang (2016) discussed the 

vocational education of handicraft skills in ancient China. By analyzing ancient texts, Liu and Yu (2016) 

introduced the evolution of ancient Chinese apprenticeship. In terms of craftsmanship transmission in 

modern China, Chinese researchers tend to adopt empirical studies, such as choosing a single ethnic 

minority community or a well-known craft village, to discuss the phenomena, problems, and solutions 

around craft production and skills transmission (Cai 2014). Chinese studies on contemporary craft 

production show a strong preference towards practical (or applied) matters. Much craft research in the 

past few decades has called for urgent preservation of traditional craftsmanship practices in specific 

regions—such as the linen-weaving skills at Yi County (黟县) (Fang 2009), the brocade-weaving skills 

in the Tujia ethnic minority (土家族) (Long 2015), and the protection and transmission of fireweed-

ramie-weaving techniques in the Yi ethnic minority (彝族) (Zi and Liang 2015). A smaller section of 

research has reviewed craft-safeguarding programs, such as the Chinese Traditional Craftsmanship 

Revitalization Program (Zeng 2017). My own work seeks to build on these studies so as to provide an 

integrated analysis that looks both at production practices and the effectiveness of current and potential 

mechanisms for their protection. 

1.2 Research Questions and the Design of the Study 

Oriented by my overarching aim of exploring how best to balance the sustainable development of profit-

driven, modern craft industries with the long-term conservation of the ancient and significant Chinese 

ICH linked to craft production, this thesis focuses on answering three closely related questions: 1) How 

was the ICH of craft production transmitted in the past in China and how has this changed in modern 

times? 2) Are there any aspects of the Chinese intangible heritage of craft production that are currently 

at risk? 3) How can craft production intangible heritage best be protected and sustained in contemporary 

commercial contexts? The focus of all three questions is on contemporary craft production, but 

answering these questions requires the present to be placed within its historical context. The project 

design therefore weaves between the past and the present so as to understand diachronic change and 

how we can best safeguard Chinese craft knowledge for the future.   

To answer these questions, this study comprises four main sections: 
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Section 1: Historical Review (Chapter 2) 

To analyze how and why knowledge about craft production was handed down through history in China, 

the thesis first makes a historical review spanning from prehistory to the beginning of the twentieth 

century. There are tens (if not hundreds) of types of Chinese traditional handicrafts, and the ancient 

history of each varies, so the focus of the review rests on several representative crafts, particularly on 

porcelain and textiles. This section is not intended to elaborate on every details or example of ancient 

craft production, but rather to explore the social and cultural relations that condition the production of 

handicrafts in different contexts (e.g., imperial, civilian, ethnic minority workshops) of ancient China. 

It specifically aims to reveal generational changes in the means of production (e.g., raw materials, tools, 

techniques), the organization of production (e.g., production patterns, laborer management and training), 

relations of production (e.g., control of means of production, distribution of craft commodities, 

apprenticeship relations), and the socio-economic, political, and ideological factors that have affected 

these generational changes.  

Section 2: Contemporary Production and Consumption Practices (Chapters 36) 

Prior to my empirical investigations of contemporary craft practice in China, I consider the efforts of 

China to preserve and develop ICH and especially traditional craftsmanship. I then turn to current 

practice and view this through the lens of three carefully selected case studies that each reflect on 

different aspects of Chinese craft production: a) Jingdezhen, that has had a world-renowned porcelain 

center since the thirteenth century (Garner 1970; Chen 1996b, 335; Ye 2005b); b) the craft production 

of Ganzhou, and in particular the Hakka (客家) and local ethnic minority communities (Qiu 1998, 2—

4); and c) Xidi, which is well known for its exquisite wood-carving workmanship and which has been 

a UNESCO-listed World Cultural Heritage Site since 2000 (Xu, Gan, and Zheng 2016, 78). All three 

case studies present forms of craftsmanship that have a long ancestry, and all three involve distinctive 

contexts of manufacture and consumption: an industrial context (Jingdezhen), a cultural community 

context (Ganzhou), and a tourism context (Xidi). This multi-context perspective allows me to assess a 

spectrum of different impacts upon the ICH of craft production in modern China.  

In investigating craft manufacturing, my research focuses on who produces crafts today, using which 

techniques, skills and machines, and how knowledge about modern craft production is maintained and 

transferred. In terms of craft markets and consumption, I concentrate on the craft commodities currently 

being sold, by whom, in which contexts, and how consumers respond to craft commodities (e.g., 

preferences, factors that affect consumption and purchase decision-making). The variations (e.g., over-

active participation, passive participation, or even absence) between local communities and individuals 

in heritage practice are also explored in the case study. I will analyze how different actors in the network 

of heritage practice react to these variations.  
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Chapters 4 to 6 are my original contribution to understanding current craft practice and its development 

using my own original field interviews. That is, interviewees not only told me about current knowledge 

about crafts but also about the transmission and protection of craft knowledge in the past. These case-

studies provide the nuanced historical and contemporary social understanding of craft production that 

allows me to answer my research questions and draw conclusions. 

Section 3: Comparative Analysis of Craft Production in the Past and Present (Chapter 7) 

This section explores how Chinese craft production has changed under different societal systems from 

ancient to present. Through a comparative analysis of craft production in the past and present, the 

research reveals what has changed generationally, and which aspects of intangible heritage in craft 

production have been lost, are currently being lost or are under threat, as well as what remains secure.  

Section 4: Recommendations for Enhancing the Sustainability of Chinese Craft Production 

(Chapter 8) 

To achieve the overarching aim of exploring how best to balance the sustainable development of profit-

driven, modern craft industries with the long-term conservation of the ancient and significant ICH of 

Chinese craft production, this thesis concludes with some recommendations. These recommendations 

are split between national, provincial, and local levels and consider the prospective roles of the four 

actors involved in the contemporary craft industry: local communities; craftspeople; governmental 

agencies; and consumers. 

These four sections divide into 8 chapters as illustrated in Figure 1.1. 
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Figure 1.1 Research process and chapter allocation 

1.3 Theoretical and Methodological Considerations 

1.3.1 Theoretical Stances and Perspectives 

This thesis holds the stance that craft production is a chain in the social system that helps to sustain the 

functioning of the whole society. No matter how craft production changes—for example, from a 

component of the domestic economy in ancient times to nowadays a tool to enact cultural diplomacy, 

maintain community welfare, or enrich tourism commodities—craft production is still an indispensable 

part of the social system. My thesis essentially sees the ICH of Chinese craft production as a social and 

cultural process in which craft production and cultural practice are affected by and in return affect other 

components of society. Heritage is one of the many manifestations of basesuperstructure relations 

(Waterton and Watson 2013, 550). Based on this stance, my research focuses on how craft production 

varies with the changes in ancient and modern social, economic, political, and cultural contexts. 

Horizontally, it looks into the transmission of craft production from the angle of social structures. 

This thesis holds a dialectical perspective; to be specific, it includes a staticdynamic dialectic and a 

pastpresent dialectic. The staticdynamic dialectic highlights the ever-changing nature of culture and 

cultural practice but also underlines our tendency to think about these things as constant (Martin and 

Nakayama 1999, 16). Some cultural studies in the functionalist tradition have emphasized the stability 

Overview of the research 

(Chapter 1) 

Present: contemporary craft-related 

practice 
Past: historical review 

(Chapter 2) 

Case 1: Jingdezhen 

(Chapter 4) 
Case 2: Ganzhou 

(Chapter 5) 
Case 3: Xidi 

(Chapter 6) 

Case studies Contextual information: heritagization 

of Chinese ICH (Chapter 3) 

Comparison between three cases 

(Chapter 7) 

Comparison between the past and present 

(Chapters 7 and 8) 

Final findings, implications, self-

assessment, and future directions 

(Chapter 8) 

 



18 

 

of cultural patterns; for example, values that remain relatively consistent over time periods (Martin and 

Nakayama 1999, 16). In contrast, critical researchers have emphasized the instability of cultural 

meanings (Martin and Nakayama 1999, 16). Guided by the staticdynamic dialectic, my thesis will 

investigate how these contradictory forces (i.e., stability and instability) work in the diachronic change 

of craft production, how individuals work with these static and dynamic aspects in heritage practice, 

how contemporary heritage craft practitioners are challenged by the tension of dynamic changes, and 

how they meet these challenges.  

The pastpresent dialectic suggests that we need to balance an understanding of both the past and the 

present (Martin and Nakayama 1999, 17). Critical scholars stress the importance of including history 

in current analyses of cultural meanings (Martin and Nakayama 1999, 17). The thesis adopts this 

dialectical perspective, dedicating time and effort to researching past craft production (e.g., Chapter 2 

and Chapter 7), so as to allow for a better understanding of the contemporary heritage practice of craft 

production.  

Among three stances (or paradigms) towards the past identified by Ashworth (2011; see Table 1.1), my 

work inclines towards the Conservation Paradigm. I am concerned with the survival of knowledge that 

lies at the core of Chinese craft production as I believe that this knowledge is fundamental to the nature 

of heritage, but I am also aware that some parts of all heritage are mutable. I contend that some aspects 

of craft production knowledge need to be safeguarded because, without them, the connection between 

past and present disappears, and the authenticity of the heritage is fundamentally damaged. On the other 

hand, I acknowledge that the ICH of craft production is neither static nor isolated. The values and 

interests that these heritages and heritage practices represent—for example, the wellbeing of local 

communities, the economic output of regional production, and even the continuity of collective 

memory—require more consideration and attention. Those intertwined relations relevant to craft 

production are also essential components of the social system. So, the object of ‘safeguarding’ discussed 

in this thesis includes more than the heritage itself: it also includes the relations, values, and interests 

behind the heritage. 

Table 1.1 Three paradigms 

Focus 
Paradigms 

Preservation Conservation Heritage 

Goal Object Ensemble Message 

Justification Keep Adaptive reuse Use 

Time Value Value/Reuse Utility 

Criteria Past Past/Present Present/Future 

Past Intrinsic Preserve Extrinsic 

Focus Real Given Imagined 

Authenticity Object Compromise Experience 

Change Immutable Adaptable Flexible 

Actors Experts Policy makers Users 

Source: (Ashworth 2011, 13). 
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Theories and perspectives in heritage are usually borrowed from other disciplines (Waterton and Watson 

2013, 549). Mobility theory (from sociology) and actornetwork theory (ANT) (from the natural 

sciences and sociology) have both enjoyed wide uptake in the development of theories for heritage 

studies (Waterton and Watson 2013, 552). Mobility theory focuses on the spatio-temporal movement of 

people and objects, offering a paradigm for understanding heritage as the result of dynamic intersections 

of people, objects, places, and time (Waterton and Watson 2013, 553). Similar to the doctrine of mobility 

theory, this thesis looks at four dimensions: people (e.g., craftspeople, locals, craft consumers), objects 

(e.g., crafts, craft production worksites and equipment), places (e.g., different cases like Jingdezhen, 

Ganzhou, and Xidi), and time (e.g., prehistoric, ancient and modern China) to explore the mobilities of 

craft production practice and craft skills. 

Like mobility theory, ANT provides a focus on the interactions of both actors and actants in webs of 

relations, particularly concerning the effects continually produced by these interactions (Latour 1987; 

Law 1992; Fenwick and Edwards 2010). In this thesis, I will not actually use ANT, but will instead 

draw inspiration from its fundamental concepts of actors, agency-functioning, and networks as these 

are valuable for my discussions, particularly in Chapter 8. My discussion of actors and networks helps 

me to investigate contemporary heritage production and consumption. This thesis identifies four main 

actors (i.e., local communities, craftspeople, governments, consumers) and two actants (i.e., crafts and 

craftsmanship). The interactions between them will be explored in the empirical part of this research.  

1.3.2 A Grounded Theory Method 

Within this theoretical understanding of heritage, I intend to employ a Grounded Theory (GT) method. 

The GT method was cooperatively developed by sociologists Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss 

in the 1960s (Charmaz 2006, 4). Over the past three decades, the GT method has been extensively 

employed in sociology, nursing, management studies, education, library information studies, computer 

sciences, social work, and counseling psychology (Fassinger 2005; Clarke et al. 2015; Barrett 2017; 

Wiesche et al. 2017). It is a proven method that has been successfully employed in many diverse projects. 

It is usually used in analyzing information gained during interviews and exploring how to make sense 

of recorded interview testimony through steps of coding. Constructivist GT adopts the interpretive 

tradition that focuses on phenomena and considers both data and researcher analyses as the outcomes 

of ‘shared experiences and relationships with participants’ (Charmaz 2006, 130).  

Coding generates the skeleton for analysis and acts as a methodological step between the collection of 

data and the shaping of an emergent interpretation/explanation (Charmaz 2006, 46). Principally, the 

coding work comprises at least two phases: an initial phase of processing data with word-by-word, line-

by-line, or incident-by-incident coding strategies depending on the needs of the specific research; and 
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a focused phase that utilizes the most typical and frequent initial codes to synthesize, conceptualize and 

generalize the substantive data (Charmaz 2006, 46). Specifically, the GT method can be summarized 

into four progressive coding actions: initial coding, focused coding, axial coding, and theoretical coding.  

As Charmaz (2006) notes, initial codes are provisional, comparative, and grounded in the data (Charmaz 

2006, 48). At this stage, researchers should be open to all interpretative/explanatory possibilities evoked 

by initial data processing. Initial coding is a process of constant optimization—for adhering to the raw 

data closely, revealing actions, and catalyzing core conceptual categories. Initial coding has to meet two 

criteria—fit and relevance. Fit means the constructed codes must fit with interviewees’ experience and 

the empirical world; relevance means researchers have to think about the data in new ways to build an 

analytic framework that avoids being led by participants’ interpretations (Charmaz 2006, 54—5). A 

successful initial coding is not only mining data for analytic ideas but also facilitating further data 

collection and analysis. 

Focused coding is more concentrated, selective, and conceptual than initial coding (Charmaz 2006, 57). 

Having fixed analytic directions during the phase of initial coding, researchers start to synthesize and 

interpret larger segments of data. So it is a stage of sifting through the first-round initial codes and 

deciding ‘which initial codes make the most analytic sense to categorize data incisively and completely’ 

(Charmaz 2006, 58). 

Axial coding aims to construct ‘a dense texture of relationship around the axis’ with three steps: defining 

the attributes and dimensions of a category, attaching subcategories into categories, and repackaging 

the data segmented in initial coding to build a coherent framework around several core axes for an 

emerging analysis (Charmaz 2006, 60). 

Glaser (1978) defined theoretical coding as a process of conceptualizing ‘how the substantive codes 

may relate to each other as hypotheses to be integrated into a theory [explanation]’ (Glaser 1978, 72). 

Relationships between categories that can push the analytic frame to an explanatory direction will be 

constructed through theoretical coding (Charmaz 2006, 63). It can make the analysis more coherent and 

intelligible thus increasing the clarity of the emergent interpretation/explanation. After generating some 

tentative and emerging ideas, theoretical sampling, saturation and sorting help finalize the complete 

explanation. If necessary, researchers have to return to the empirical world to collect more data to 

saturate the properties of the categories (Charmaz 2006, 96).  

Charmaz (2006, 9) viewed the GT method as a set of flexible principles to guide specific research 

instead of as prescriptions or rigorous requirements that constrain researchers. In my research, GT is 

utilized to process (i.e., several steps of coding) the materials (e.g., interview records, photographs) 

collected from fieldwork in my three case studies.  
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1.3.3 Structural Model of Social Formation  

From an economic perspective, my discussion of craft production touches on topics like the division of 

labor, production processes, and various relations involved in production practice. Some of the language 

that I use is the language of Marx, but I confirm that this thesis is not explicitly Marxist in its orientation. 

However, I have found it methodologically useful to structure my analysis in terms of a Structural 

Marxist understanding of production practices (craft production practices in my study) within society.  

With the development of neo-Marxism in the 1960s, anthropologists—like Marshall Sahlins and 

Maurice Godelier—suggested adopting the concepts elaborated by Marx on the ‘mode of production’ 

and ‘economic and social formation’ to analyze the process of material life in society (Godelier 1977, 

18). Since then, ‘mode of production’ and other production-related Marxist concepts have played a vital 

role in anthropological debate regarding the analysis of cultural and economic evolution (Winthrop 

1991, 190). French anthropologist Maurice Godelier advocated using a Structuralist Marxist approach 

to explore what constitutes the modes of production, superstructure, and infrastructure in non-Western 

societies. It is this lens that I use in understanding how craft production has changed in past and present 

China. In particular, I am interested in how the mode of production has changed. I emphasize that I use 

this Structural Marxist lens (Figure 1.2) for methodological purposes only, such as in defining interview 

questions to consider the means and organization of craft production, but I do not invoke or utilize 

Marxism in my interpretations.  
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Figure 1.2 Godelier’s Structural Model of Social Formation 

Source from: the explanations of ‘mode of production’ in Godelier’s books Perspectives in Marxist 

anthropology (Godelier 1977, 24—5) and The mental and the material: thought economy and society 

(Godelier 1986, 130—41). 

In terms of the Structural Marxist terminology that I utilize in this thesis, the productive forces (or the 

‘forces of production’) are the material (e.g., the bodies and physical capabilities of manpower; natural 

resources like raw materials) (Godelier 1986, 131) and intellectual means (e.g., knowledge or abstract 

representations of all kinds, such as technology and craftsmanship) (Godelier 1986, 137) that human 

beings utilize within the ‘organization of production’ (i.e., the interpersonal activities on the material 

level in a specific production environment on the basis of a determined technology) (Godelier 1977, 24) 

for the purpose of extracting their means of existence and socialization. The organization of production 

covers many aspects, such as who is involved in the production, what is produced, for how long, at 

which place, how to reproduce the means of production (e.g., training), and rules for laborers in specific 

production practice. 

Craft production cannot be understood as the practice of isolated individuals, but rather needs to be 

treated as a collective process, in which the realms of economics, politics, and social organization are 

deeply interrelated. For this reason, ‘mode of production’ cannot be considered simply as being the 

production of the physical crafts but requires more exploration about various relations (Winthrop 1991, 

190). As Godelier (1977, 24) explains, relations of production involve interpersonal relations (e.g., 
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person to person) and the relations between producers and non-producers in the appropriation and 

control of the means of production (land, tools, raw materials, manpower) and the products of labor 

(e.g., hunting, gathering, fishing, agriculture, breeding, grazing, planting, handicrafts). These relations 

may be presented in the shape of kinship relations, political relations or religious subordination 

(Godelier 1977, 24—5).  

The Structural Marxist conception of production helps me to organize my analysis of China’s ancient 

craft production in Chapter 2, as well as my comparative discussion of the changes in craft production 

practices over time in Chapter 7. 

1.4 Data Collection through Fieldwork 

The data about the productive forces of Chinese craftsmanship that will form the core of this thesis will 

be collected from historical documents and published research, supplemented with my own fieldwork 

observations. Obtaining ‘first-hand experience’ is an essential step in comprehending the productive 

forces within a complex society (Malinowski 1960, 20). Fieldwork offers researchers immediate, 

pertinent, and fresh data that test the arguments they put forward. In this research, the fieldwork was 

conducted from 13th September to 10th November 2018 at three sites: Jingdezhen, Ganzhou, and Xidi 

(see Figure 1.3).  

In-depth interviews and participant observation are two principal methods of data collection. Appendix 

1 shows the interviews targeting different groups of interviewees as well as the example questions. The 

example questions in Appendix 1 were used to guide the general direction of the interview for collecting 

the core information. New questions keep emerging in the fieldwork interviews. 

Jingdezhen has been a world-renowned porcelain center since the Song dynasty. It is a prefecture-level 

city in the northeastern Jiangxi Province of China. Porcelain is still a pillar industry in Jingdezhen 

though it is not as prosperous as in the past. Through cycles of boom and bust, Jingdezhen is a good 

case to show how porcelain craftsmanship has been handed down in the past and managed under modern 

circumstances. 
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Figure 1.3 Geographical locations of three cases: Jingdezhen, Ganzhou, and Xidi 

This research involved 14 days in Jingdezhen for fieldwork. I was born in Jingdezhen, so the dialect 

used in interviews was not a barrier. I was also able to use my local knowledge and identity to contact 

appropriate interviewees, including prestigious porcelain masters, masters and apprentices in private 

workshops, owners of porcelain factories, elder craftspeople who once worked for state-owned 

porcelain factories in the 1950s1990s, and the authorities governing local porcelain heritage.  

Ganzhou is a prefecture-level city in the south of Jiangxi Province. Ganzhou has a large number of 

ethnic communities, especially Hakka 客 家 and Yao 瑶 族. However, nowadays these ethnic 

communities are challenged by the increasing Hanization (i.e., being assimilated into Chinese Han 

nationality 汉族, which is the largest ethnic group, comprising over 90% of China’s mainland 

population) and urbanization. I spent 12 days in this case study area collecting data. A few elderly 

interviewees were unable to speak Mandarin well or just spoke a local dialect. My fieldwork coordinator 

at Ganzhou helped with translation during the interviews. Interviewees at Ganzhou included the head 

of the ethnic village who knows the village history well, craftspeople who are still involved in craft 

production and business, and local officials in the cultural and tourism departments.  

Xidi is a village originally built in 1047. It belongs to the Yi County, Huangshan City in the historical 

Huizhou region of Anhui Province. Huizhou carvings (e.g., wood, stone, bamboo, brick carvings) that 

evolved from local literati culture have a long history (since the 14th century) with extremely delicate 

examples visible on well-preserved local buildings. After being declared a world cultural heritage site 

by UNESCO in 2000, Xidi ancient cultural village has gradually taken tourism as its dominant 

economic activity. Craft commodification driven by local tourism has become a pervasive phenomenon 
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at Xidi, which makes this village a good case to study how craftsmanship is utilized and handed down 

in the context of high levels of dependence on tourism. The investigation at Xidi took 1 month and was 

coordinated by a Xidi villager who has operated a craft business in the town for over 16 years. 

Facilitated by the case coordinator and my previous research experience at Xidi, it was relatively easy 

to get in touch with local craftspeople and craft business proprietors. There was no language barrier as 

most Xidi villagers can speak both Mandarin and the dialect of Yi County.  

The in-depth semi-structural interviews at Xidi included four groups of respondents. Group 1 were 

producers of the crafts that are sold at Xidi; group 2 were operators of craft businesses at Xidi; group 3 

were tourists, most of whom bought crafts at Xidi; and group 4 were others, such as an inn manager at 

Xidi. Interviews with group 1 focused on craft production (raw material, organization of production, 

relations of production), craftsmanship learning (content, context, mode of transmission), and local craft 

practitioners’ individual information, such as their social status, motivations for production, and 

economic returns. Interviews with group 2 and group 3 provided information on business management 

and craft consumption, which helps in understanding gaps between the attitudes of tourists and business 

operators on craft commodification. As a participant-observer, I paid attention to the whole process of 

craft sale, especially tourists’ preferences towards available craft products by observing their behaviors 

and conversations during shopping.  

A total of ninety-eight participants were involved from the three sites (see Table 1.2). The interviewees 

mainly consisted of craftspeople, craft shop owners, government officials, and craft consumers. A few 

craft-relevant practitioners were also included as the fieldwork progressed (see the column ‘Others’ of 

Table 1.2).  
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Table 1.2 Summary of interviewees in three study cases 

Case Craftspeople Craft 

shop 

owners[1] 

Government 

officials[1] 

Craft 

consumers 

Others Total number of 

interviewees [2] 

Jingdezhen 21 8 1 (city-level) 4 4: 

1 photographer 

1 artist 

1 deputy director of 

China Porcelain Research 

Institute 

1 knowledgeable 

informant 

33 

Ganzhou 13 8 5: 

2 village –level 

1 town-level 

2 city-level 

0 1  

An agent of a well-

known artisan 

18 

Xidi 14 17 0 28 2: 

1 Lucun villager 

1 Inn manager at Xidi 

47 

Total[2] 48 33 6 32 7 98 

Notes:  

[1] Repetitive counting between column ‘Craftspeople’ and ‘Craft shop owners’ because some interviewees 

have dual identity. 

[2] The calculation of the gross number of interviewees has excluded the ‘repetitive counting’ situation. 

Materials collected from the fieldwork comprise first-hand materials—including audio records, video 

records, photographs, observation notes, and statistical data (e.g., distribution and calculation of craft 

shops at Xidi and Hongcun)—and second-hand materials, such as old texts and books (see Table 1.3). 

Audio files were kept for each interview. Photographs and videos are mainly images of porcelain wares, 

the layout of workplaces and craft shops, the equipment (or tools) used in craft production, and the 

laboring process. 

Table 1.3 Summary of materials collected from the three cases 

Case Crafts involved  Audio 

records 

Video 

records 

Photographs Other materials 

Jingdezhen Porcelain 30[1] 38 108 Archival texts and books 

Ganzhou Wood carving, root carving, 

sugar painting, porcelain plate 

painting, inkstone, Zhong 

traditional paper, calligraphy 

writing brush, Hakka textile, 

ethnic mesh bag 

18 9 159 NA 

Xidi and 

neighboring 

areas 

Wood carving, stone carving, 

bamboo carving, She inkstone, 

straw braid, sugar-

figure blowing, seal carving 

47 4 180 Observation of tourists’ 

behavior during craft shopping; 

Distribution and calculation of 

craft shops at Xidi and 

Hongcun 

Notes: 
[1] Only 30 audio records were collected in Jingdezhen because three interviewees refused to be audiotaped. 

They all provided signed Participant Consent Forms, and I took notes for these three interviews. 
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1.5 Methods of Data Processing and Analysis 

1.5.1 Transcription of Fieldwork Materials 

I utilized NVivo, a computer-assisted material processing software, to help me manage, query, and 

visualize my interviews during the analysis of my qualitative data (Bazeley 2013, 3). Some software 

products can automatically transcribe audio-files, which may speed up the data processing work; 

however, a possible high error rate of these automatic processes is a risk. I therefore chose the slower 

(but more accurate) manual transcription method. This allowed me to become more familiar with my 

data and to take note of intricate nuances and trends within my interview data. I manually transcribed 

all of my audio and video records, interview notes, and photographs collected from all three cases into 

the NVivo software. For higher efficiency and better fluency in data processing, I combined the 

transcription with translation; that is, immediately transferred the Mandarin interview audios to English 

texts. 

Language plays a critical role in how and what to code (Charmaz 2006, 46). Restricted by my identity 

as a non-Anglophone, I faced some problems in language usage. To reduce vocabulary mistakes and 

vague expression during data processing and analysis I tried to translate every original word expressed 

by interviewees into the most straightforward English equivalent word. My translations of some 

Chinese terms contain the sense of the original words used within them, such as ‘color for the green 

body of porcelain (填彩)’. Moreover, as NVivo enables users to retrieve the coded texts by double-

clicking a specific code, when my supervisors questioned the language usage of certain codes, they 

were able to return to the original coded texts and to check the translation.  

1.5.2 Text Coding 

Coding is essentially labeling segments of data. To be specific, it is a process of simultaneously 

categorizing, summarizing, and accounting for each piece of data (Charmaz 2006, 43). My preliminary 

analysis of the data involved three coding steps (i.e., initial coding, focused coding, and axial coding) 

in NVivo.  

Initial Coding 

I adopted the strategy of ‘line-by-line coding’ during the initial coding. As a Jingdezhen native, I worked 

to overcome any bias toward Jingdezhen’s porcelain development, or emotional sympathy with certain 

interviewees by using line-by-line coding at the beginning to help critically and analytically remove 
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bias from the data input (Charmaz 2006, 51).  

As claimed by the orthodox principles of the GT method, my initial coding closely adhered to the 

original data and showed actions; that is, defining the actions observed in every fragment of data 

(Charmaz 2006, 46—7). Accordingly, in coding work, gerunds are preferable because they reflect a 

strong sense of action and sequence in contrast with nouns that turn actions into topics (Charmaz 2006, 

49). This strategy allows the codes to better fit interviewees’ experiences and fit the empirical world, 

and also prevents researchers from applying pre-set categories to the data and curbs the tendency to 

make conceptual leaps or to adopt extant theories before necessary analytic work is done (Charmaz 

2006, 48). Nevertheless, gerunds are not always applicable. Nouns tend to be more practical when the 

text is about a fact or a phenomenon instead of an action. Hence, the strategies used in the initial coding 

were flexible, namely adjusting the specific coding strategy for distinct issues. 

Focused Coding 

The next step was ‘focused coding’ which is more concentrated, selective, and conceptual than initial 

coding (Charmaz 2006, 57). It requires considering what initial codes make the most analytic sense to 

categorize the data incisively and completely. Codes that were frequently discussed by interviewees 

were grouped around a common theme and termed as a ‘category’. For instance, the Jingdezhen case 

contained many narratives about interviewees’ past experiences (e.g., working experiences in state-

owned porcelain factories during the 1950s90s), and so I named the categories with nouns. Nouns that 

represent diverse topics are more practical than gerunds in historical research because they can be sorted 

into chronological order to constitute a continuous path.  

Axial Coding 

This step aims to organize focused codes logically so as to visualize the dense texture of relationships 

around several axes. Axial coding involves two procedures:  

a) Identify axes; and  

b) Re-categorize focused codes to form ‘relationships’. 

For example, in the Ganzhou case I used the ‘Word Frequency Query’ function of NVivo to search for 

the most frequent 20 words among all codes of a case study. Since NVivo can generalize words 

automatically, I selected ‘With generalizations’ to realize this function (see Figure 1.4). Given the 

limitations of the software, some generalized words have similar meanings. The repetitive 

generalization meant I needed to further refine the automatically generalized results based on the 

realistic findings of my research. The refinement is a process of identifying axes, that is, combining 
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those generalized words that have similar meanings to form an axis. Then I allocated the ‘branches’ 

around each axis. The ‘branches’ are those categories obtained from the focused coding. In this way, all 

codes can logically orientate around the identified axes. 

 

Figure 1.4 ‘Word Frequency Query’ search of NVivo 

1.6 Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations are necessary for all research involving people. This research conforms to 

cardinal and obligatory codes of ethics, including (1) informed consent (i.e., research subjects show 

their consent after being fully and truthfully informed about the research); (2) data accuracy (i.e., ensure 

that data is accurate, and oppose fabrications, fraudulent materials, omissions and contrivances); (3) 

privacy and confidentiality (i.e., safeguarding participants’ identities and other sensitive information 

against unwanted exposure), and (4) avoid harm of whatever type (physical, social and psychological, 

economic, and potential risks) (Denzin and Lincoln 2005, 144, 5, 254).  

Ethics approval for this research was granted by the Human Ethics Committee of the University of 

Western Australia (UWA). Participants were provided with a Participant Information Form (PIF) 

translated into Mandarin, which outlined the details of the research prior to the commencement of 

interviews. They were also given the opportunity to discuss the content of the PIF with me and to ask 

any questions before giving consent. Participants signed the Participant Consent Form when they agreed 

to participate in this research. All participants retained the right to withdraw from the research at any 

time and without prejudice.  

For interviews that were audiotaped, I provided a transcript of the interview to the participant for 

verification of the accuracy or completeness of the interview prior to analysis. For interviews where 

consent to record was not given, I took notes of the interviews.  

The data and information collected during my fieldwork included the textual data from transcripts of 

interviews and audio files, videos of craft production process, photographs of crafts, and some historical 

materials offered by interviewees. Due care has been taken to ensure that this information is stored in a 

respectful and secure manner. The data is stored as electronic files in UWA’s Institutional Research 

Data Store, which is a secure, centralized data storage facility. The data is protected by passwords and 

access is limited to approved users only.  
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As personal information, such as demographic data, was collected during the research, the data and 

information have been de-identified and made confidential by removing all direct personal identifiers 

and by removing or modifying indirect identifiers prior to being utilized in this research. I made 

provision that should a participant wish to withdraw from the research, that their records and 

information would be destroyed. Fortunately, none of my participants asked to withdraw.  

I will now provide a historical review of Chinese craftsmanship from early times until the start of the 

20th century. Chapter 2 provides the background to my answering the research questions of this thesis 

by considering the ancient history of the transmission of the ICH of craft production prior to the time 

period covered in the -empirical studies of this thesis. More specifically, it introduces how the means 

of production (e.g., tools, raw materials, skills), organization of production (e.g., laborer sources, 

management of laborers, production process), and relations of production (e.g., control of means of 

production, distribution of craft commodities) changed during the ancient history of Chinese handicraft 

manufacture, as well as how craftsmanship was transmitted.  
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Chapter 2 Historical Review of the 

Transmission of the ICH of Ancient Chinese 

Handicraft Production 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides the background to the research questions of this thesis. In it, I consider the ancient 

history of the transmission of the ICH of craft production prior to the time period covered in the thesis. 

More specifically, it introduces how the means of production (e.g., tools, raw materials, skills), 

organization of production (e.g., laborer sources, management of laborers, production process), and 

relations of production (e.g., control of means of production, distribution of craft commodities) changed 

during the ancient history of Chinese handicraft manufacture, as well as how craftsmanship was 

transmitted. ‘Ancient’ in this chapter refers to the times of China before 1912, which consists of the 

prehistoric and dynastic periods. Since the name and date of different dynasties can be confusing for 

non-Chinese readers, a Chronology of Chinese dynasties is provided in figure 2.1 that provides a 

summary of our present understanding of the dynastic names and periods. 

 

Figure 2.1 Chronology of Chinese dynasties 

Source: After Stalberg and Nesi (1980) with minor revisions. 
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Whilst acknowledging that there are tens (if not hundreds) of types of Chinese traditional handicrafts, 

and that the ancient history of each varies, I have chosen to focus here on aspects of production practice 

that are widespread if not ubiquitous amongst most types of crafts. I divide ancient Chinese craft 

industries into two main categories: imperial craft industries (ICIs) and civilian craft industries (CCIs), 

each of which includes sub-categories. Through understanding the core principles and practices of ICIs 

and CCIs, the concluding part of this chapter discusses the limitations and strengths of transmission of 

Chinese craftsmanship and the sustainability of craft production. This lays the foundation for identifying 

how Chinese craft production is changing and the extent to which the changes pose a threat to the 

survival of the intangible cultural heritage of Chinese craft production. 

2.2 Craft Production in Prehistoric China 

Unlike ‘state-level societies’, early ‘less complex’ societies have ‘lower population density, less-

complex technologies, and simpler social organization’ (Eerkens, Bettinger, and Richerson 2014, 8). 

There are also fewer records about craft production during these times. This increases the challenges 

involved in figuring out how craft production was organized and managed, and how knowledge about 

it was transferred within society (Underhill 1991, 12). Exploring craft production in prehistoric China 

thus relies primarily on archaeological evidence, with reference to ethnographic analogy and all the 

uncertainties that analogies bring with them (Lü 1961; Cen 1984; Li 1986b; Li, Huang, and Lu 1987; 

Zhang 1994; Harrell 1995; Linduff and Sun 2004; Chen 2014b). Using a modern, capitalist perspective 

to interpret prehistoric craft production may not be appropriate since the rationale for production might 

be wrapped up in the ‘differentiation in the allocation of work’ (Menon 2008, 141). For this reason, 

when I discuss craft production in prehistoric China, I focus my synthesis upon archaeological findings 

and try to avoid biased inferences that may result from using given economic paradigms and modernist 

theories of production. 

The definition of ‘craft’ varies in different contexts. Costin (2005) treated ‘crafting’ as an anonymous, 

individual, handmade activity that is distinct from pure art creation or industrial production. Womack 

(2017) claimed that ‘craft production’ results in the creation of ‘durable goods’ that were in contrast to 

‘consumable’ or ‘intangible’ items (Womack 2017, 55). Function, aesthetic expression, cultural 

connotation, and social implications are thought to be essential elements of crafts (Costin 2005; Risatti 

2007). Using these understandings, in this research the strictly utilitarian lithic and bone-made tools 

used by hunting and gathering societies in prehistoric China are not included in the category of crafts.  

Crafts in prehistoric China can be dated back perhaps as far as 31,000 BP, as evidenced by one of the 

earliest examples of ornamentation crafts from China—an ostrich eggshell bead excavated at the 

Shuidonggou site (31–30 cal kyr BP) in the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region (Wei et al. 2016, 2). Some 
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archaeological findings—such as a bone fragment of equus przewalskii engraved with a hunting image 

unearthed from the Shanxi Zhiyu site (28,945±1370 BP) (You 1982; Wang and Jia 1998, 232) and an 

antler incised with geometric motifs excavated from the Xinglong site (13 cal kyr BP) of Hebei (Wang 

1989, 21; Wu 1996, 5)—prove that anatomically modern humans were using complex symbolic systems 

and forms of art from the beginning of the Upper Paleolithic in China. These early crafts—if they can 

truly be termed crafts—employ simple techniques, use naturally occurring raw materials or waste 

products, and seem to have been made for personal use rather than by specialized craft producers and 

intended for exchange (Cen 1984; Li, Huang, and Lu 1987). Production appears to have been in 

individual families, and the transmission of the knowledge of craft-making, if determined by using 

analogies from similarly structured societies in other parts of the world, was probably effected vertically 

in multiple familial ways such as observation, imitation, hands-on demonstration, and verbal instruction 

(You 1980; Zhang 1994; Kamp 2001; Crown 2001). 

In the subsequent Neolithic period (since 12 kyr BP), the scale of the production of crafts increased, 

especially jade wares and pottery. Craft design evolved to improve both the function and the fineness 

of aesthetic expression (Underhill 1991; Wu et al. 2012; Liu and Tian 2014; Cai 2017). The appearance 

of specifically non-utilitarian funerary objects, such as the funerary flutes at the Jiahu site (8500-7500 

cal. BP) (Wu 1991, 5; Wang 2002), reflect new types of craft production and a shift away from craft as 

personal ornament to craft as a part of group ritual, production and display. There are some suggestions 

of a growing gendered division in craft production and use. The gendered division of domestic work, 

as concluded from some archaeological findings in Chinese Neolithic cemeteriesi (Yang 1987; Li 1989, 

13), led to a conjecture that there may have existed a pair of relations in transmitting household 

craftsmanship. This involved the ‘handover’ and then ‘takeover’, between two persons who played the 

same household role in two generations. For example, a mother teaches her daughter pottery-making 

skills, and the daughter will then become and play the ‘mother’ role in the next-generation of the family. 

Pottery-making seems to have been dominated by women in China up until the late Neolithic, when the 

tools of pottery manufacture were upgraded by the invention of quick jigger wheels. Chinese 

archaeologists claim that this technological change signals a shift to males becoming the main force in 

producing pottery in late Neolithic China (Lü 1961; Cen 1984; Li 1986b; Li, Huang, and Lu 1987; 

Zhang 1994).  

From the middle Neolithic, an overall expansion in population size corresponded with an increase in 

individual settlement size and density. Large settlements appear in the Yellow River region and the 

Yangzi River region, with tens of thousands of middle- and late-Neolithic sites recorded in these areas 

(Zhang 2002). At some of the larger sites we see the development of large-scale craft workshops. An 

example is the Chengtoushan settlement on the northwestern edge of Dongting Lake in Hunan Province. 

Here we see the first mass production of fired red bricks used for house construction. This was in stark 
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contrast with the scattered, scanty pottery kilns typically found in small settlements at this time (Yu 

2013). In these new, larger settlements, we also see an increasingly clustered specialization in the 

production of more sophisticated handicrafts such as jade wares, wickerwork, and pottery (Su 1978; Li 

1986a). As Underhill (1991) has noted, at this time, the more standardized the crafts, the more likely it 

is that these were made in the larger, centralized, nucleated workshops rather than in household 

workshops (14). This increasing centralization and specialization (Arnold and Munns 1994) of craft 

production at nucleated workshops probably gave rise to the kind of collective craft teaching (i.e., one-

to-many horizontal transmission) that is described in the earliest historical records. This was most likely 

conducted by the tribal elites such as Shen Nong 神农ii (Ban 1985, 21—2) and Zhu Rong 祝融iii (Wang 

1986, 85). According to ancient literature about the Five Emperors, Kun Wu 昆吾iv, the director of the 

pottery division in certain tribes, also shouldered the mission of transmitting pottery making techniques 

to members in the division (Lü 239 BC).  

Craft specialization developed alongside largescale regional trade and barter networks, as shown by the 

excavation findings at the Guangdong Shixia site, where numerous delicate jade wares were found. The 

style of these wares was similar to jades produced in the Liangzhu Culture of the mid-lower Yangzi 

River region some 2000 km away (Report on the Burials Excavation at the Shixia Site in Qüjiang 1978, 

12). Simultaneously, the transmission of craft-making knowledge and skills seems to have been spread 

to wider areas by the territorial expansion of centralized authorities, taking technological developments 

in craft production outwards from their elite point of origin and into the hinterlands (Ross and Atkinson 

2016). For instance, the jade wares made in the Liangzhu Culture were developed out of an older 

craftsmanship tradition in the Suzhou and Anhui districts (Zhang 2002). Through the expanding trade 

and barter networks, there is evidence that some handicraft families began to accumulate significant 

wealthv at this time (Zhang 1999).  

Military force seems to have been the main way that tribes expanded their spheres of influence (Tong 

1975; Su 1978; Gao and Li 1983). Records of tribal battles between the legendary Chinese ‘Three 

Sovereigns’ and ‘Five Emperors’, who are described in various early Chinese texts, match the 

archaeological evidence of late Neolithic tribal conflicts (Ban 1985). It is in this context that attached 

specializationvi (Arnold and Munns 1994) of handicraft production emerged, monopolized by tribal 

elites. The attached specialization enabled different tribes to own their particular specialized craft items 

(Yang 1982), even within a small area (Gao and Li 1983; Song and Xue 1998; Liang, Li, and Zhang 

1999).vii As Womack (2017) has claimed, in contrast with the older, coarse pottery wares that were 

produced by dispersed production groups, the newer fine wares were likely manufactured by a 

specialized elite group. Although prehistoric settlements still belonged to tribal-level political 

organizations in which the extent of the spatial extension of cultural transmission was necessarily 
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limited (Powell, Shennan, and Thomas 2009; Richerson, Boyd, and Bettinger 2009), the manipulation 

of the handicraft specialization in attached workshops promoted strong local stability in the 

transmission of craft-related skills and knowledge (because of the authoritativeness of the attached 

specialization).  

The degree to which the craftsperson is attached to elite groups provides an indication of the level of 

the political manipulation of that type of craft production (Aoyama 2007). Tribal elites manipulated 

both access to the raw material and control over the barter/exchange of fine craft wares (Gao 2000; 

Zhang 2002). Rather than interfering in the production processes, elite groups seem to have 

concentrated upon controlling trade (Menon 2008, 145). For example, there is little evidence of elites 

owning handicraft workshops, but plenty of archaeological finds prove that some elites held a monopoly 

over the distribution of certain crafts. At the remains of the Liangzhu Culture, this ‘monopoly’ is vividly 

displayed in the delicate jade artifacts that were only found in large, prestigious cemeteries and seldom 

or ever found in small, local cemeteries (Zhang 2002).  

In considering the history from the earliest hunting and gathering societies to the mid-late Neolithic Si 

(耜) plow agriculture, it is important to emphasize that the surplus of food production increased 

significantly. Some have suggested that this liberated agricultural ‘laborers’, giving them time to engage 

in aesthetic and pleasurable pursuits such as craft specialization, but the evidence is to the contrary: 

leisure time progressively diminished during the transition to agriculture (Smith 2018). The increasing 

complexity and hierarchization of societal structure seem to have been the fundamental factors affecting 

the organization and development (especially the specialization) of craft production. The mode of 

prehistoric craft production evolved from ‘household production’ to ‘nucleated workshops production 

(independent specialization)’ and then to ‘attached specialization’, which was coherent with the path of 

a prehistoric society developing from ‘less complex societies’ to the subsequent ‘state-level societies’. 

2.3 Imperial Craft Industries (ICIs) 

Taking advantage of abundant raw materials and technological developments in the firing technique 

that allowed for temperatures of up to 9501050℃ (Sun and Han 1981, 290), the Yellow River region 

became the earliest area of Chinese bronze production at the end of the Neolithic period (Sun and Han 

1981; Du 1992; Zhang and Zhou 1995). After the period of the late Longshan culture (26002000 BC) 

in the mid-lower Yellow River region, China saw a significant social shift to what has become known 

as ‘the Bronze Age’ (Lu 1999). The late Neolithic settlements had gradually evolved to become ‘cities’ 

(or ‘large towns’) in which existed a complete set of functions including palaces, drainage systems, 

storage facilities, handicraft workshops, sacrificial systems, rammed-earth foundations, and a defensive 

moat (Liu and Chen 2012, 280). Traditional histories record that the most powerful tribal alliance, Xia 
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夏, conquered other alliances (Tian 1993, 142—3) and founded the first unitive slavery state, Xia state 

夏朝 in 2070 BC (project 2000, 82). Archaeological evidence from this period includes the discovery 

of urban centers and palaces that confirm that the Bronze Age was characterized by ‘social 

differentiation and private ownership’ (Zhang and Zhou 1995; Liu and Chen 2012, 326). 

Handicraft families in the subsequent Zhou state 周朝 (ca. 1046256 BC) each specialized in a certain 

type of craft production and had their working and residential areas isolatedviii  to ensure that they 

avoided mixing with other occupation populations (Huang, Zhang, and Tian 1995, 544; Huang and Zhu 

1998; Cai 2003b, 118; Liu and Chen 2012). The Zhou central state and its vassal states recruited 

illustrious handicraft families to operate a set of state-owned handicraft workshops (Dai 2003; Liu and 

Chen 2015), mainly manufacturing utilitarian items such as ceramics, bronze utensils and textiles 

(Huang and Zhu 1998) as well as crafts for interior building decorations, royal rewards, ritual objects, 

and military accouterments (e.g., weaponry) (Wu and Xin 1937). Different types of handicraft 

workshops were given specific names and administration systems (Xiong 1975; Shi 1980).ix   The 

recruited handicraft families were named baigong 百工 by the state. The head of the baigong was called 

the Guan 官 (Lin 2014, 108), and was afforded a high political statusx (Zuo Early Warring States-b). In 

the Eastern Zhou period (770-256BC), the term baigong evolved and referred just to an individual 

craftsperson rather than a family (Lin 2014, 110). The weakening of kinship (i.e., from handicraft 

families to individual craftsperson) in state-owned handicraft workshops stimulated the change of 

craftsmanship transmission pattern from ‘family transmission’ to ‘community (or cluster) transmission’. 

The centralized accommodation of craftspeople who served state-owned workshops further reinforced 

the advantage of ‘geographical clustering’ in the transmission of craftsmanship (Huang, Zhang, and 

Tian 1995, 544). To ensure a sustainable supply of skillful craftspeople, the position as a baigong 

became an inherited one, where a father was obliged to pass on the title and his knowledge to his son 

(Dai 2003, 17; Liu and Chen 2015).  

During the Warring States period (403-221 BC), the state-owned handicraft department compiled the 

book K’ao-kung Ji 考工记 to intensify the standardized production in state-owned workshops (Dai 

2003). This book introduced 6 categories—woodworking 木工, metalworking 金工, leatherware 

making 皮工, dyeing 色工, craft sculpting and polishing 刮摩工, and pottery making 抟埴工—and 25 

types of crafts (Dai 2003). Technical specifications with specific scale requirements were introduced to 

regularize the production of every type of craft. This controlled production practices and was enforced 

in all state handicraft workshops (Dai 2003). The systematic management of craftspeople in state-owned 

workshops met the demand for large-scalexi (Han 2009, 41), centralized production. By the end of the 

Warring States period, a training system called Gong-shi Shou-tu Zhi 工师授徒制 had been widely 

file:///C:/Users/22182623/AppData/Local/youdao/dict/Application/7.5.2.0/resultui/dict/
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adopted in state-owned workshops across China (Liu and Chen 2015). Highly skilled craftspeople 

called gongshi 工师 were required to undertake the teaching task and had the authorized right to 

penalize craftspeople who failed their quality assessment (Dai 2003, 74). The subordinates of gongshi, 

namely Shi 氏xii and Ren 人xiii (Liu and Chen 2015), could upgrade to the level of gongshi if they passed 

the required skills-assessment test (Han and Zhang 2016), which motivated them to improve their 

handicraft skills.  

The state-owned handicraft industries in the Qin dynasty 秦朝 (221206 BC) were regulated by a 

comprehensive set of laws and regulations covering all aspects of craft variety and specification, 

including production quotas, labor allocations and training (Han & Zhang, 2016, p. 90). The training 

system at Qin dynasty state-owned workshops set in place a two-year learning duration and launched 

incentive systems to motivate craftspeople to achieve training goals (Han & Zhang, 2016, p. 90). The 

Qin state also enacted a set of policies to penalize unqualified craftspeople who manufactured inferior-

quality crafts (Dai Western Han dynasty). These regulations and standards were policed via rigorous 

systems and continued during the Han dynasty 汉朝xiv (206BC220AD) (Chen 1981, 26—7). 

The state-owned handicraft industry significantly developed in the Tang dynasty 唐朝 (618907), 

benefiting from the growing national strength. Six Codes in Tang Dynasty 唐六典 nailed down the 

management of craftspeople legislatively and formed a hereditary registration system comprising four 

strata (scholar, peasant, craftsperson, and merchant) (Zhou 2007). Once registered into one stratum, 

people remained there for the rest of their lives (Zhang 1992, 74). The System of Craftspeople 

Registration 匠籍制度 worked as a roster in allocating civilian craftspeople to do compulsory servicexv 

for state-owned workshops. Craftspeople had to complete their term of compulsory service (Zhou 2004, 

151). This continued until the 8th century, when a new system—called Na-zi Dai-yi 纳资代役—

permitted craftspeople to buy out their palace service (Han and Zhang 2016). The state used this money 

to recruit the best civilian craftspeople into state-owned handicraft workshops (Han and Zhang 2016, 

90). The new system relieved the service burden of the broad group of civilian craftspeople and offered 

a chance for the recruited civilian craftspeople to gain superior craftsmanship skills in state-owned 

workshops. More significantly, the state-owned workshops also absorbed a large number of excellent 

handicraft talents from civilian society. 

Shaofujian 少府监, the department in charge of imperial handicraft production in the Tang state 

(618907), established a training system called Gong-jiang Pei-xun Zhi 工匠培训制 (Zhou 2007, 132). 

Another department, Jiangzuojian 将作监, was in charge of royal architectural affairs and jointly 

shouldered the training responsibility. Depending on the type of craft, training duration ranged from 40 

days to 4 years (Zhou 2007, 132). In contrast to the previous training systems, trainers were selected 
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nationwide instead of from state-owned workshops (Liu 2011). To monitor the progress of the training, 

the two departments (Shaofujian 少府监 and Jiangzuojian 将作监) organized quarterly assessments 

(Han and Zhang 2016, 90).  

In contrast to crafts such as porcelain, in which the imperial workshops generally held superior 

craftsmanship than civilian industries, the textile craftsmanship in civilian workshops had been more 

advanced than that in state-owned workshops since the 8th century (Liu 2004). In civilian society, 

zhijinhu 织锦户—a special group of textile weavers who were both state artisans and civilian 

weavers—had emerged in southern China during the Tang dynasty (618907). We know from the poem 

zhijinqü 织锦曲 (Wang Tang dynasty), that the weavers were governed by the local authority, and that 

what they manufactured was considered to be of the highest value and suitable as a tribute to the royal 

family. The great demand for this quality of fabric forced individual weavers of zhijinhu into an intense 

workloadxvi (Yuan 817).  

The System of Craftspeople Registration 匠籍制度 that started during the Tang dynasty continued 

through the Song dynasty 宋朝 (9601279) (Cao 2014, 52). Simultaneously, a new training system, 

Rules of Apprenticeship 授徒法式 emerged. This emphasized the teaching of basic knowledge, 

operational essentials and technical specification standards, was adopted in imperial handicraft 

workshops (Liu and Yu 2016, 64). Within this system, many ground-breaking craft handbooksxvii were 

written by the state (Li 1103; Xie and Song 2006, 75). These Rules 法式 were enforced in the production 

of imperial craftsxviii (Tuo and A 1346)xix. Labor for the imperial craft workshops in the Song dynasty 

(9601279) was not just sourced from the System of Craftspeople Registration 匠籍制度 and Na-zi 

Dai-yi 纳资代役; it also included soldiers, prisoners of war (Li 2004b), and chaigu2 差雇 (Cao 2014, 

52). Some crafts produced in Song imperial craft workshops started to be offered in civilian markets to 

reduce overstocking and off-load defective items (Zhao 945c). These crafts allowed civilian workshops 

to observe and copy certain superior techniques that had been particular to imperial crafts.  

State-owned handicraft workshops were either a central type or a local branch type. The local branch 

type was mainly located in resource-intensive areas, such as Jingdezhen’s state-owned porcelain 

workshops and Henan’s state-owned kilns in the Song dynasty (9601279) (Lan 1815). Compared to 

central workshops, local branches made it more possible to spread advanced porcelain-making 

techniques to civilian workshops. A vivid example is the many civilian porcelain workshops in 

Jingdezhen that, since the 10th century, had intensively imitated the porcelains produced by imperial 

                                                      
2 Chaigu 差雇 literally means that it is a designated task  to work for  imperial craft workshops. Civilian handicraft guilds took 

turns to organize guild members to serve in imperial craft workshops (Cao 2014, 52). Those guild members were called chaigu. 
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workshops. This allowed civilian porcelains to compete with imperial porcelains by the time of the 

opening up of overseas markets (Lan 1815, 72). 

The imperial textile industry had relied on civilian workshops since the 14th century. Civilian textile 

workshops could claim raw materials (i.e., silk) from local authorities, and they then returned the textile 

crafts to obtain a given amount of weaving wage (i.e., processing charge); alternatively, civilian 

workshops received an upfront payment (including material fees and weaving fees) from local 

authorities and then delivered the textile goods to imperial workshops. The former ‘processing-

manufacture pattern’ and the latter ‘order-oriented production pattern’ were collectively called lingzhi 

领织 (Liu 2004, 262). The lingzhi system relieved the financial burden on imperial handicraft industries 

by making full use of civilian handicraft laborers and industries.  

The system of imperial handicraft industries in the 14th century expanded to 29 categories of handicraft 

workshops (Wang and Lu Ming dynasty) co-managed by departments of Neiguanjian 内官监 and 

Yuyongjian 御用监 (Chen 2004, 118). In this context, the world’s first encyclopedic handbook on 

agricultural and handicraft production, Tian-gong Kai-wu 天工开物, was compiled (Song 1637a). 

Compared to the civilian handicraft industry, imperial workshops seemingly had a sense of 

‘extravagance’. The imperial craft industry always had the privilege of using top-quality raw materials, 

regardless of their distance from the source of these raw materialsxx (Song 1637b, 205; Chen 2015a, 

89—90). This sense of extravagance also manifested in the imperial porcelain industry. The front and 

rear part of a kiln provided inferior firing conditions, while the middle part was the premium firing area. 

The civilian kiln utilized the entire kiln space, producing both superior (in the middle part) and inferior 

wares (in front and rear parts) (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 46). However, imperial kilns only 

placed wares in the premium firing area, leaving the remaining area empty, because imperial kilns only 

pursued quality and perfection (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 46). Further, the construction of 

imperial kilns was much more costly because the aim was to produce the best quality; for example, the 

firing temperature of imperial kilns was kept stable so that the defective rate was lower than that of 

civilian kilns (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 46).  

Imperial industries operated to fulfill imperial orders and tasks, with little consideration of cost but 

strong concern about the quality and delivery speed. Civilian porcelain industries produced for 

commission, yield, and profit (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 46). Nevertheless, in practice, imperial 

craft workshops since the Ming dynasty 明朝 (13681644) showed signs of efforts to control costs. 

Observing the type and number of porcelains produced in the Jingdezhen imperial workshops between 

1529 and 1557, we can see that the variety of imperial-ordered porcelains becomes increasingly diverse, 

and the demands both in overall quantity and by categories increased year by year (Chen 2015a, 65—
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8). There were two types of firing material: chuanchai 船柴 (Pinetree transported by freighters) and 

shuichai 水柴 (Pinetree cut into two or four pieces, and directly floated through inland rivers to 

Jingdezhen). Sixty percent of the firing material used in imperial kilns was chuanchai, and 40% was 

shuichai (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 55—6). The cost of the firing material took up one third of 

the total cost of porcelain production. To control the cost, the Jingdezhen imperial kiln department set 

up a section specifically to manage chuanchai and shuichai and supervise the usage of firing material, 

to stop workers from over-reporting the amount of firewood usage (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 

55—6). Other raw materials such as pigment, as well as waterway transportation (e.g., boat construction, 

porcelain packaging, and cargo loading and unloading) were also administrated by specific departments 

(Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 55—6).  

Since the middle of the 16th century, the overstaffed imperial handicraft workshops accelerated the 

collapse of the System of Craftspeople Registration 匠籍制度 that had worked in China for about 1000 

years (Han and Zhang 2016, 91). In the textile industry, a new system, Mai-si Zhao-jiang 买丝招匠, 

came into force that signified the end of this state corvée system (Liu 2004, 267—8). The qualified 

civilian textile workshops were only allowed to continue operating if they were issued with a licence. 

Following the procedure of lingzhi 领织, civilian textile industries shouldered the manufacturing 

responsibilities for imperial consumption. In 1708, the state created a hereditary system that allowed 

the younger generation of licensed civilian workshops to take over the weaving qualifications from their 

fathers (Liu 2004, 269). In the civilian handicraft field, some skilled artisans gained prestige through 

their delicate work and developed their own political status (Shen Ming Dynasty, 484—5) or had an 

outstanding craft named after them (Lang Ming dynasty, 495—6). It was at this stage (1617th century) 

that the embryo of a capitalist handicraft economy emerged in China’s southeast coastal cities (Han and 

Zhang 2016, 91). 

Following the example of the textile industry, the imperial porcelain industry also began to ‘collaborate’ 

with the civilian porcelain force in the 14th century. Although the Jingdezhen imperial porcelain 

workshops had over 300 artisans in the Ming dynasty (13681644), they still used casual workers from 

the civilian porcelain field for sketching and painting, and raw material processing, as well as transport 

(Wu Qing dynasty; Zhu and Fu 1984, 129; Chen 2015a, 396). When delivery pressure was too high to 

meet, imperial porcelain workshops would seek more help from nearby civilian kilns, workshops, and 

artisans, or negotiate with the imperial orderxxi (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 74—7). In 1436, the 

Jingdezhen civilian porcelain industry ‘sold’ over 50,000 pieces of porcelain wares to imperial 

workshops, which was seen as the beginning of Guan-da-min-sao 官搭民烧xxii (Zhu and Fu 1984, 114). 

The problem of civilian kilns’ involvement was that civilian artisans showed little enthusiasm for 

‘collaboration’ and sometimes produced inferior wares (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 48).  
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The management of the imperial handicraft industries improved considerably after the 17th century, 

which raised the enthusiasm of craftspeople in state-owned workshops, and this further boosted civilian 

handicraft industries. Taking the porcelain production in Jingdezhen as an example, the Qing state 清

朝 (16161911) selected porcelain experts to manage production in Jingdezhen’s imperial porcelain 

workshops (Zhu and Fu 1984, 1), and this significantly alleviated the problems of misconduct at an 

administration level that had been inherited from the Ming state (1368-1644)xxiii (Wang Ming dynasty; 

Chen 2015a, 37). The Qing authority ratified the remuneration of imperial craftspeople in accordance 

with market value (Zhu and Fu 1984, 1), and covered the marriage, funeral, medical, and housing costs 

for the recruited artisans (Wu Qing dynasty; Chen 2015a, 440) to encourage civilian craftspeople to join 

imperial porcelain workshops. Moreover, the production costs at imperial porcelain workshops in 

Jingdezhen from the 17th century (e.g., fees for transportation and raw materials) had started to be 

covered by the central department Neiwufu 内务府 instead of by local governments (Zhu and Fu 1984, 

4), which reduced the tax burden for local craftspeople and thus created a favorable environment for 

civilian porcelain industries (Zhu and Fu 1984, 48).3  Handbooks were also compiled by the Qing 

imperial porcelain department (Zhu and Fu 1984, 12), recording the specification, pigment formula, 

firing techniques, and other theoretical and practical knowledge accumulated since the 14th century in 

imperial porcelain production (Zhu and Fu 1984, 129). Here we can see how standardized productionxxiv 

became a consistent requirement in imperial handicraft workshops. 

From 1902, at the end of the Qing dynasty 清朝 (16161911), local authorities established many new 

workshops called Technology Bureau Gongyiju 工艺局. These aimed to strengthen the competitiveness 

of Chinese native manufacturing industries (Liu 2011, 75) and to stop the penetration of foreign capital 

into Chinese manufacturing industries and the creation of monopolies. As recorded, from 1902 to 1911, 

a total of 228 Technology Bureaus and 519 craft-technique training schools were founded in 22 

provinces (Chen and Guo 1981, 109). These craft-technique training schools were affiliated with 

Technology Bureaus and were seen as the beginning of formal Chinese vocational education (Luan 

1989; Zhou 1999, 121—2; Li and Yan 2009; Liu 2011, 75). Technology Bureaus showed signs of 

modern manufacturing factories, and the affiliated craft-technique training schools showed similarities 

to modern school education.  

Overall, in ancient China, imperial craft industries (ICIs) served the royal families, whose demand 

included diverse categories of crafts such as utilitarian objects (e.g., utensils, textiles), interior 

decorations and ornaments, buildings and gardens, royal rewards, and military accoutrements. Imperial 

Craft Industries were privileged in accessing top-quality means of production, including the artisans, 

                                                      
3 In the 18th Century, thousands of craftspeople in Jingdezhen engaged in civilian porcelain production every day (Zhu and Fu 

1984, 48). 
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raw materials, and techniques. The quality-emphasized production facilitated research into advanced 

craftsmanship and, more significantly, gave birth to mature systems, including the systematic training 

of artisans in state-owned workshops (e.g., Gong-shi Shou-tu Zhi 工师授徒制, Gong-jiang Pei-xun Zhi

工匠培训制, Rules of Apprenticeship 授徒法式, and the craft-technique training schools affiliated to 

Technology Bureaus) and the handbooks recording the specifications and measurements that 

standardized the production process (e.g., K’ao-kung Ji 考工记, Rules 法式 related handbooks, Tian-

gong Kai-wu 天工开物). The outstanding transmission paths of craftsmanship in ICIs thus included 

‘ICI training’ and ‘written-form transmission’. These ICIs, to a large extent, guaranteed both sustained 

training quality and the stability of skills transmission in state-owned workshops. The exchange 

between imperial and civilian handicraft techniques also grew closer, which boosted the horizontal 

transmission of advanced craftsmanship between civilian and imperial spheres. 

2.4 Civilian Craft Industries (CCIs) 

CCIs were principally conducted in three modes: 1) family-managed cottage workshops where inherited 

skills were passed down for generations and trade secrets were held within the workshop; 2) small-scale 

private workshops where masters took apprentices as their main labor source and the practice of 

apprenticeship was fundamental to the transmission of craftsmanship knowledge; and 3) large-scale 

workshops that recruited a large number of workers and spread skills between workers through 

institutionalized professional training. 

2.4.1 Family-managed Cottage Workshops 

Family-managed cottage workshops originated from the gendered division of domestic work, seen from 

the Six Hierarchies of Societal Workxxv  recorded in K’ao-kung Ji 考工记xxvi  (Dai 2003). With the 

transformation from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age (221 BC), China became a feudal society (Zhang 

and Zhou 1995, 5). Feudal agriculture gave birth to a Peasant Economy Xiao-nong jing-ji 小农经济

resulting from the centralization of land ownership and the decentralization of land utilization (Zhao 

2012). Against this economic background, a laboring pattern consisting of land farming and textile 

weaving, called Nan-geng Nü-zhi 男耕女织4, took shape among households (Cai 2004). 

Women’s role in society was tightly constrained by textile work because household textile manufacture 

was a vital source of surplus revenue for most families. During the Spring and Autumn period (772481 

BC), the textile yield of a housewife could cover the clothing needs of 3 to 5 people (Guan Spring and 

                                                      
4 Nan-geng Nü-zhi 男耕女织 literally means husband undertook farm work and housewife undertook textile weaving. 
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Autumn Period). During the Eastern Han dynasty 东汉 (25220), the average textile yield per female 

increased tenfold, and it was stated that one woman’s textile clothed hundreds of people 一妇桑，百人

衣之 (Wang Eastern Han dynasty). Indeed, it seems that textile yield became an important factor in 

deciding whether a woman was suitable for marriage (Zhou 2007). Women, including those from ethnic 

minorities (e.g., Yi 彝, Tujia 土家), tended to learn textile craftsmanship from their mother or elder 

sisters from a young age (normally 7 to 10 years) (Wen 2001, 52; Shen and Zhang 2004, 146; Zi and 

Liang 2015, 43; Long 2015, 91). There was inter-household transmission within this system because 

women were taught textile craftsmanship by the older generation of their own family and then they 

carried their craftsmanship with them to their spouse’s family after marriage. This had interesting 

repercussions: when the nature of the textile craftsmanship was highly prized—such as the famous 

ultrathin silk yarn 丝筛纱 in Zhejiang during the Qing dynasty (16161911)—the older generation 

preferred to hand down their intangible heritage of craftsmanship only to their daughters-in-law instead 

of their biological daughters, so as to restrict the spread of their skills beyond their family (Ye 2005a, 

249). In this context, some women in these textile families chose not to get married, just as the poem 

Zhifuci 织妇词 describes: two daughters in a prestigious weaving family stayed lifetime single to 

reserve the hereditary advantageous texture-picking 挑纹 technique (Yuan 817). Joint marriage was 

another way to monopolize advantageous textile craftsmanship. In the Southern Song dynasty 南宋 

(11271279), only two families in Bozhou 毫州 (a place famous for its silky yarn5) mastered this textile 

craftsmanship. From the 7th century, these two families monopolized the technique for over 300 years 

by means of generational joint marriage (Lu Southern Song dynasty). 

In addition to household production, civilian textile manufacture followed a second production pattern: 

collective collaboration6 (Liu 2004, 86). Housewives living in the same laneway used to weave together 

on winter nights so as to save lamp-oil and exchange weaving experience (Jin 1986). This type of 

collective collaboration was intended to improve yields, but also provided companionship. During the 

Han dynasty, weaving was mostly a seasonal activity concentrated in the quieter winter months, whereas 

farming took precedence at other times of the year. This pattern of collective collaboration has been 

passed on since the Han dynasty. A poem from the Yi-shan Zhu-zhi-ci 黟山竹枝词xxvii, written in the 

Qing dynasty, depicts this nicely: at the night of early spring, housewives invited neighbors to weave 

together 踏花未肯去寻春；宵来深宅月如水，同纺木棉邀比邻. 

Because of the important economic status of the textile industry in ancient China, the state intervened 

                                                      
5 This silky yarn is as light as smoke. 
6 The unearthed figure bricks of the Han dynasty engraved with weaving scenes also support this pattern (Chen 2014a, 56—

60). 
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regularly to facilitate the spread of textile techniques. During the Song state of Southern dynasties 

(420479), an imperial brocade workshop called Jinshu 锦署 was set up in Nanjing city. This changed 

the situation articulated in there was no brocade production in the south of the Yangtze River 江南历代

不产锦 (Liu 2004, 131—3). The establishment of Jinshu has been seen as the beginning of the 

southward transfer of textile craftsmanship (Liu 2004). Populations of Yue 越 (the current Shaoxing 绍

兴, located at the Yangtze River Delta) did not know how to use the loom to weave until the 7th century. 

The state therefore ordered unmarried soldiers in local garrisons to marry northern weavers, so as 

introduce textile techniques into the Yue 越 region. This policy significantly improved local textile 

manufacture, with annual increases of hundreds of new weavers (because of marriage) (Li Tang 

dynasty).  

Another intervention was focused on introducing raw materials for textiles into areas that had not 

previously had textile industries. Up until the 14th century, Guizhou 贵州 had no tradition of planting 

mulberry, flax or ramie (Yan 2009, 47). The Ming state thus launched policies to support the 

construction of local textile manufacturing infrastructure by making it compulsory for local 

householders to plant a given amount of mulberry, ramie, and cotton. They also recruited weavers to 

teach weaving techniques to Guizhou people, and allocated over 300 looms to various regions in 

Guizhou (Yan 2009, 47). Moreover, the recognition that the state gave to the importance of the local 

textile industry encouraged locals to get more engaged in the transmission of textile craftsmanship. A 

poem in Li-ping Zhu-zhi-ci 黎平竹枝词xxviii  depicted, the brocade produced by the ethnic minority 

Dong 侗族 in Guizhou owns a high reputation 峒锦矜夸产古州. Another line in the poem states that 

only by round the clock weaving could Dong people fulfill the yield to pay diverse taxes and rents 松火

夜偕诸女伴，纺成峒布纳官租. Researchers have noted that these political interventions brought 

about a spread of textile craftsmanship within China, but that the harsh exploitation of weavers helped 

to limit innovation in weaving craftsmanship (Xu 1992; Bi and He 1998; Gu 2001).  

2.4.2 Small-scale Private Workshops 

A Chinese civilian handicraft industry emerged in the middle of the Spring and Autumn period 

(772481 BC), when civilian craftspeople produced less-complex crafts on a small scale to barter for 

the necessities of life (Cai 2003b, 115). With the collapse of the farmland system Jingtianzhi 井田制 in 

the late Spring and Autumn period, laborers who were no longer required in agriculture started to 

participate in civilian handicraft industries (e.g. weaving, textile, and pottery-making) (Cai 2003a, 

2004). The frequent wars and political turbulence in the Spring and Autumn, and Warring States 
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(772221 BC) periods loosened the control over those craftspeople who had served state-owned 

workshops, enabling them to drift to civilian craft industries (Han and Zhang 2016). With the collapse 

of Gong-shi Shou-tu Zhi 工师授徒制 in 221 BC, some craftspeople who had previously served the 

state-owned workshops set up private vocational training schools (Han and Zhang 2016), which spread 

the superior state-featured craftsmanship to a broader range of civilians and civilian craft workshops. 

The thriving civilian craft industry gave birth to a production and business pattern called Qian-dian 

Hou-fang 前店后坊7 (Confucianist Warring States Period).  

By the end of the Spring and Autumn period, the surplus of household handicraft production had 

promoted the prosperity of the civilian handicraft market. For instance, over 97% of the unearthed 

pottery wares at Xianyang 咸阳 that were produced between 221 BC and 206BC were manufactured 

by private handicraft workshops (Li, 2002, p. 61). The surface of these wares was inscribed with 

detailed manufacturing information (e.g., the name and location of the workshop, craftspeople’s 

information), which was the outcome of a quality liability system called Wu-le Gong-ming 物勒工名8 

in the Qin State (221206BC) (Dai Western Han dynasty). Civilian craft production at this stage had 

three modes (Cai 2003b): a) household processing business (i.e., consumers offered raw material and 

craftspeople only charged for workmanship); b) Qian-dian Hou-fang 前店后坊 (i.e., the workshop was 

situated at the back of the storefront, craftspeople sold finished crafts to consumers); and c) crafts 

trafficking businesses between different areas (Sima Western Han dynasty).  

With the development of the craft economy in the Tang dynasty (Fu 1981, 231—44), the civilian craft 

industry established diverse guilds in urban trade centers (Qü 1999). The agent system of craft trade 

(didian 邸店xxix) (Liang 1989) and banking services (a type of draft9 called feiqian 飞钱 or bianhuan 

便换) (Wang Northern Song dynasty-a; Song et al. 1060c), as well as developments in water 

transportation—including maritime (Song et al. 1060a) and canal transportation (Zhao 945a)—all 

contributed to the prosperity of civilian craft trade inter-regionally from the 6th to the 10th century.  

Craftspeople who finished their compulsory palace service at imperial craft workshops or their 

employment contract (according to Na-zi Dai-yi 纳资代役) brought their advanced techniques back to 

the civilian craft industry, which enabled civilian craft workshops to refresh or upgrade their level of 

craftsmanship. Of course, not all craftsmanship learned from imperial workshops could be spread to 

civilian craft industries. Take for example the olive-green porcelain Miseci 秘色瓷 that was supplied 

                                                      
7 Qian-dian Hou-fang 前店后坊 means the workshop is situated at the back of the storefront. 

8 The quality liability system Wu-le Gong-ming 物勒工名 mandatorily required craftspeople to display craft information on 

the surface of the produced object for public supervision. 
9 Feiqian 飞钱 or bianhuan 便换 solved the inconvenience of taking currency on long-distance trades. 
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exclusively to royal families: the glaze formulation and its production techniques remained highly 

confidential in the 10th century (Han and Zhang 2016, 92). To distinguish from civilian porcelain, 

imperial porcelain was engraved with a dragon and phoenix to show the privilege of the royal family; 

these were forbidden for use by civilians (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 79—81). 

With the development of civilian craft industries there was a gradual move toward rules of civilian 

apprenticeship xxx  that strictly regulated apprentice recruitment, craftsmanship teaching, and the 

assessment of apprenticeships’ effect. Another outcome of the prosperous civilian craft industry was the 

formation of the Guild (Hanghui 行会) System that dates back to the 10th century (Qü 1999, 2). 

Different types of craft industries had respective guilds (Quan 2007). The head of the guild (called 

Hangshou 行首) was appointed by the state (Qü 1999, 6). Guilds acted as the agent of the state in 

supervising and regulating civilian handicraft industries (Fu 1981), and comprehensively regulated all 

aspects of civilian craft practice including apprenticeship, laborer distribution and business permission 

(Peng 1995; Zhang 1995; Liu and Yu 2016). Guild membership was hereditary and sons could take over 

their father’s status in a guild (Qü 1999, 102). 

From the Song dynasty (9601279), there were more workshops hiring laborers to undertake workshop 

production (Han and Zhang 2016). Some insightful civilian craftspeople in the 10th13th century 

created records of their craftsmanship, such as a manual of wooden architectural construction Mu Jing 

木经 (Yu Northern Song dynasty) and the famous monograph of wooden crafts manufacture Zi-ren Yi-

zhi 梓人遗制 (Xue 1261). This reflected the growing enthusiasm of civilian craft practitioners for 

transmitting craftsmanship in written forms. The increasing number of civilian handbooks of handicraft 

manufacture highlights the boom in Chinese civilian industries from the 10th century.   

Warfare strengthened the horizontal transmission of craftsmanshipxxxi  (Fang 2009, 2), although the 

turmoil also had many negative impactsxxxii (Zhao 1135; Ding 2016, 113). Some civilian handicraft 

industries during the Song dynasty (e.g., porcelain production and lacquerware making), moved 

southwards as regimes changed (from Northern Song to Southern Song) in 1127 (Fu Unknown, 396—

445). It was at this time that Jingdezhen came to be a well-known porcelain center.xxxiii  

In the 13th to 14th century, warfare resulted in both active and passive transmission of craftsmanship 

in China. To escape from the turbulence, craftspeople in the northern conflict areas escaped to Southern 

China. The extensive migration of craftspeople motivated various craft centers to move southward (Li 

1957, 68—76). Others were moved as prisoners of war and were forced to do compulsory service. For 

instance, the Yuan rulers, forced over 100,000 craftspeople from Southern China to serve Yuan’s 

imperial craft industries (Song 1976, 3923).  

Despite the collapse of the System of Craftspeople Registration 匠籍制度 in the 16th century, the 
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control of the state on civilian handicraft industries did not end. From the 15th century, guilds came to 

form a national system that standardized the management of all registered guild members (i.e., civilian 

craftspeople) (Qü 1999, 62).  

2.4.3 Large-scale Workshops 

The scale of civilian handicraft workshops is closely related to the development of the commodity 

economy Shang-pin-jing-ji 商品经济 in Chinese history. In the Tang dynasty (581907), the prosperous 

civilian craft industry gave birth to some large-scale handicraft workshops (Li, Hu, and Xu 978a). These 

large-scale workshops hired a large number of laborers, implemented the piecework system, and divided 

labor according to production requirements (Li, Hu, and Xu 978b). Even so, restrictions from the state 

on the commodity economy never stopped, even in the Tang dynastyxxxiv (Song et al. 1060b; Wang 

Northern Song dynasty-b). From the 10th century, the civilian commodity economy experienced a boom 

and formed more large-scale workshopsxxxv (Meng 1127a). With the invasion of Mongolians in the 13th 

century, the prosperous commodity economy was greatly eroded (Zhao 1795), and only began to 

recover in the Ming dynasty.  

Jingdezhen’s porcelain industry is a typical case demonstrating large-scale civilian craft production. In 

the early 13th century, there were around 300 porcelain kilns in Jingdezhen (Jiang Song dynasty, 421; 

Wu Qing dynasty; Chen 2015a). Up until the 17th century, over 100,000 people in Jingdezhen 

(accounting for 7080% of Jingdezhen’s population10) made a living from porcelain-related industries 

(Tang Qing dynasty-b; Chen 2015a, 154). During its heyday, the total number of porcelain craftspeople 

in Jingdezhen reached 150,000180,000 (Jiang 1936, 86). The success of Jingdezhen illustrates several 

requirements of large-scale handicraft industries: 1) abundant natural resources (e.g., clay, pigment)xxxvi; 

2) convenient transportation (waterway and road) (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 27); 3) the cluster 

of artisans because of good living conditions11 (Zhang Qing dynasty; Chen 2015a, 588); and 4) the 

fame of local-branch imperial handicraft workshopsxxxvii (Cao and Yu 2010).  

Large-scale handicraft industries featured uniform production and a high degree of labor division. For 

instance, in the 17th century Jingdezhen painting and sketching artisans worked in separate rooms, and 

every porcelain artisan learned and undertook just one step of the technique (Tang Qing dynasty-b; 

Chen 2015a, 149). In Jingdezhen, the industrial chain of porcelain production consisted of raw material 

processing, shaping, sketching, painting, glazing, kiln firing and packaging, as well as many smaller 

                                                      
10  The local population only accounted for 20%30%. Most craftspeople came from other regions, especially from 

neighbouring areas (Huang Qing dynasty). 
11 In the Qing dynasty (16161911), Jingdezhen had been as well developed as other metropolises thanks to its thriving 

porcelain trades (Tang Qing dynasty-a). 
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procedures (Jiang 1936, 168—82). Every task had specialized handicraft families carrying it out (Lan 

1815, 95). Some affiliated industries, such as the firewood industry, raw materials and instrument (e.g., 

jigger wheel, carving knife) manufacture, had a respective mode of management. The transmission of 

craftsmanship within a cluster such as Jingdezhen was close-knit, comprising family transmissionxxxviii 

(Lan 1815, 96) and apprenticeshipxxxix (Zhang Qing dynasty; Lan 1815, 111; Chen 2015a, 609).  

Control by the state over civilian handicraft industries in ancient times was harsh. I will take porcelain 

production in the Song dynasty in Jingdezhen as an example. From the 10th century, every step of the 

manufacturing technique (e.g., shaping and decoration techniques) involved in Jingdezhen’s porcelain 

production had specific rules to follow (Chen 2015a, 6). The glaze usage in producing different 

hierarchies of porcelain had to follow strict guidelines, and any deviations resulted in punishment (Chen 

2015a, 7). Jingdezhen kiln owners had to pay a large amount of tax according to the size of their kilns12 

(Jiang Song dynasty). Before every kiln-firing, kiln owners had to pay a different fee to the local 

authority to get yaopai 窑牌 (a license permitting porcelain firing activities) and huoli 火历 (an official 

document recording the porcelain category, number, and firing process during the kiln usage) (Jiang 

Song dynasty). The firing had to strictly follow the registered or licensed information (Chen 2015a, 7). 

Once porcelain was taken from kilns, porcelain merchants and agents (called yahang 牙行) rushed to 

order these products (Jiang Song dynasty). The local porcelain department had a registration log called 

dianpu 店簿 to check the supply number and type, to avoid waste in production due to blind competition 

(Jiang Song dynasty). Merchants hired porters to carry their purchases to the dock, submitting an official 

document recording the name and number of the purchased porcelain to the dock management 

department for registration (Jiang Song dynasty). If porcelain practitioners concealed any information 

or secretly produced porcelain without permission, a punishment called lianzuo 连坐 would be enacted; 

namely, any practitioner connected to the offender—including the producers, agents, merchant buyers, 

and porters—was punished (Chen 2015a, 7).  

The case of ancient Jingdezhen highlights a number of challenges for large-scale civilian craft 

production (Chen 2015a). The unstable social environment created by warfare13 inevitably brought a 

temporary depression to local civilian handicraft industries (Tang Qing dynasty-a). Secondly, the harsh 

regulation (or control) by the state (Tang Qing dynasty-a; Zhu and Fu 1984, 1) restrained the 

development of civilian industries. Thirdly, compared with the agents, merchants, and local authorities, 

porcelain artisans lacked a voice. The collusion between some ‘powerful’ (or privileged) practitioners 

deprived the smaller practitioners of benefits (Chen 2015a). Sometimes natural disasters, such as floods, 

                                                      
12 Some individual workshop artisans rented space from the kiln owners to share the firing, which was called dasao 搭烧 

(Jiang Song dynasty). 
13 From 1673 to 1677, warfare temporarily interrupted Jingdezhen porcelain production (Tang Qing dynasty-a). 
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affected the quality of clay, and certain technological developments (e.g., red glazing) were kept secret 

from civilian porcelain businesses (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 74—5).  

The social capital (a kind of privileged identity based on social recognition) attached to some crafts 

(e.g., porcelain) significantly affected the development of early civilian industries. The identity of 

pottery wares as utilitarian items remained unchanged until the Spring and Autumn Period (772481 

BC), when pottery wares became endowed with a ritual function, so their decoration became luxurious 

and delicate (Song 1637b, 203; Chen 2015a, 87). From then on, pottery had a good market in civilian 

society as it was seen as luxurious and a symbol that displayed the owner’s wealth. In the 6th century, 

the worship of jadeware favored the development of Jingdezhen’s porcelain, which had a similar 

appearance to jade (Chen 2015a, 2). In the 8th century, with the rise of tea culture, pottery such as 

teaware attracted a new group of consumers (Chen 2015a). In the 10th century, Zhejiang people 

preferred the yellow and black porcelain that was produced in the Hutian 湖田14 kilns of Jingdezhen 

(Chen 2015a, 4), which suggests the preference of Zhejiang consumers for classic style porcelain. From 

the 17th century, the prevalence of yangcai 洋彩 (painting that imitated the techniques of European 

countries) made low-temperature, on-glaze porcelain painting popular among civilian society (Tang 

Qing dynasty-b; Chen 2015a, 152). 

In the Ming dynasty (13681644), huiqing 回青 pigment was only supplied to the imperial porcelain 

industry (Wang Ming dynasty; Wu Qing dynasty; Chen 2015a, 39—40). Nevertheless, a few civilian 

artisans obtained the pigment illegally and used it in their production, which blurred the boundary 

between imperial porcelain and civilian porcelain (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 39—40). Even so, 

the civilian porcelain industry continued to be conscious of the usage cost of raw material. Jingdezhen’s 

civilian porcelain industry in the Ming dynasty (13681644) mainly used clay taken from neighboring 

areas, such as Wuyuan 婺源15 and Qimen 祁门.16 After initial processing, clay material was made into 

a cube shape and transported to Jingdezhen via waterways (Song 1637b, 213; Chen 2015a, 96). 

Jingdezhen had its own pigment mines (e.g., pitang blue 陂塘青 and shizi blue 石子青 pigment) that 

supplied civilian porcelain production from the middle of the 15th century to the 16th century (Wu Qing 

dynasty; Chen 2015a, 400). Until the 17th century, pigment materials, such as Shaoxing 绍兴 and 

Jinhua 金华, for Jingdezhen’s porcelain came mainly from Zhejiang (Tang Qing dynasty-b; Chen 2015a, 

147). A mature chain of pigment supply had developed, specializing in processing and supplying these 

                                                      
14 Clay in Hutian was not as refined, so its porcelain was black and yellow, but this coloration created a sense of classic beauty 

and elegant taste. 
15 The clay in Wuyuan 婺源 mostly exploited from the Gaoliang Mount 高梁山. The clay can endure the heating temperature 

up to 1770-1790℃. 
16 The clay in Qimen 祁门 mostly exploited from the Kaihua Mount 开化山. The clay can endure the heating temperature up 

to 1470℃. 
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materials to civilian workshops in Jingdezhen (Tang Qing dynasty-b; Chen 2015a, 148).  

The utilization of craft skills in civilian porcelain industries provided a good balance between practice 

and benefit. The skill level resulted in low defect rates and good profits, and there was a stable consumer 

base. This provided the conditions for a dependable system of craft knowledge inheritance and 

transmission. To conclude, many factors, including the social environment, the state’s regulation and 

control, the input of porcelain practitioners, the natural environment (e.g., natural disasters), technique 

development, and the supply of raw materials were all significant factors influencing the success of the 

civilian handicraft industry in Dynastic China. 

Another good example of a large-scale civilian handicraft industry is textiles. By the 14th century, the 

civilian textile industry had achieved a high degree of commercialization and become a key industry in 

the south of the lower reaches of the Yangtze River (Liu 2004; Ren and Yang 2018)—such as in 

Songjiang 松江, located in the lower Yangtze River Delta (Ye 1688). In the 17th century, the highly 

specialized textile industry spread to Northern China17  (Fang 1765). The prosperous industry had 

professional ‘package buyers’ (包买商) in these specialized production areas from the 17th century 

(Wang 2017, 233—4). Package buyers initially only wholesaled finished textile products from 

household textile workshops. To reduce the wholesale cost, package buyers provided raw materials to 

different civilian weavers as a kind of ‘order-oriented production’. Gradually, package buyers 

established their own workshops and recruited their own weavers. In this case, package buyers became 

the owners of large-scale textile workshops and employers of producers (Ye 1688). From zhijinhu 织

锦户 (a special group of textile weavers from the 7th century who were both state artisans and civilian 

weavers) to the individual jihu 机户 (household weavers around the 10th century who had their own 

weaving machines), and then to the employed jihu (from the 14th century), we can see a path of 

continual industrialization of the civilian textile industry. However, full industrialization only emerged 

in a few big coastal citiesxl.  

From the 17th century, the civilian textile industry took the dominant position and overshadowed 

imperial textile workshops (Han and Zhang 2016). For example, in the 18th century a civilian textile 

workshop in Zhenjiang 镇江 of Jiangsu owned over 1000 textile spinning and weaving machines and 

hired over 4000 workers, a scale that outweighed the imperial textile workshops (Chen 1996a, 383). 

More civilian craftspeople wrote down their craft skills and techniques (Sun Qing dynasty; Lan 1815; 

Zhu and Fu 1984), which preserved these skills for later generations.  

Until the 19th century, the civilian apprenticeship system was strictly regulated by handicraft guilds. 

                                                      
17 For example, the cotton farmers in Hebei accounted for 80 to 90 percent of the total number of farmers in the 18th century 

(Fang 1765). 
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This placed many limitations on cultivating new craftspeople because the guilds limited the number of 

apprentices and the enrollment for each workshopxli (Peng 1995, 536; Liu and Yu 2016, 65). At the end 

of the 19th century, with a boom in large-scale civilian handicraft industries, more craft practitioners 

asked to establish modern industrial and commercial organizations, which accelerated the ‘death’ of 

handicraft guilds. In 1903, the Qing state established the Department of Commerce. Guilds were thus 

superseded by the Chamber of Commerce Shanghui 商会 (Mei, Wang, and Tang 2017, 91). Civilian 

craft industries later initiated a type of employment-oriented apprenticeship, which met the demands of 

large-scale craft workshops by training more laborers.  

The 37 years following the Qing state, from 1911 to 1948, was a period of great upheaval, mixed with 

aggression from foreign countries (i.e., two World Wars), incessant fights between warlords, and fights 

between the Communist Party and the Nationalist Party. In this chaotic period, the state could not 

control craft production and craftsmanship transmission as it had in earlier times. Instead, a civilian 

elite group consisting of economic elites (who were owners of large-scale craft workshops) and 

technical elites (who held the knowledge and techniques of traditional crafts) shouldered the main 

responsibility for safeguarding traditional craftsmanshipxlii.  

2.4.4 The Handicraft Industry in Ethnic Communities  

Today, there are 56 officially recognized ‘ethnic’ groups in China, including the ‘Han’ majority, which 

makes up over 90% of the Chinese populations, and another 55 ‘ethnic minorities’ that account for less 

than 10% of the total population (NBSC 2010). Each of the so-called ‘ethnic’ communities produced 

their own specific handicrafts as part of their ancestral traditions. These have their own histories and 

economic trajectories, and are also important to the overall heritage of handicraft production in modern 

China. Whilst I cannot review all of these traditions in a thesis of this length, I seek to discuss a 

representative sample to allow consideration of the issues of how best to protect the intangible cultural 

heritage of the craft communities of Chinese ‘ethnic minorities’.  

The categories of handicrafts produced by different ethnic minorities varies because of their cultural 

and geographic characteristics. For instance, following the introduction of Buddhism to Tibetan regions 

from the 8th century, local craftsmanship related to the construction of religious architecture (e.g., 

temples) and Buddhist crafts (e.g., Buddhist scripture carving, Buddha statues, and painting Thang-ka) 

developed swiftly (Xu and Qi 1996, 249). The nomadic and hunting ethnic groups inhabiting Northern 

China have been expert at manufacturing fur-related crafts ideal for withstanding the cold (Xu and Qi 

1996, 250). Ethnic minorities in Southern China, such as the Miao 苗族 ethnic minority, specialized in 

woodwork and textile manufacture (Zhang and Peng 1987, 38). Many ethnic minorities in China (such 

as the Jingpo 景颇族 ethnic minority) had no written script (Gong et al. 1983, 8) until recent times and 
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so the transmission of craftsmanship traditionally relied on participation and oral transmission. 

Textile-related craftsmanship has a gendered element amongst many ethnic minorities, and the 

preponderance of women has affected the transmission of skills and techniques since ancient times. 

Conventionally, girls of the Tujia 土家族 ethnic minority used to learn the famous Xi-lan-ka-pu 西兰

卡普 brocade technique from about the age of 10 (Long 2015, 91). The proficiency of the brocade 

technique became a criterion to measure whether the girl was competent and even influenced her 

marriage options—most of the wedding supplies (e.g. wedding dress, headwear, handkerchief, bedcover, 

curtain, and sachet) were made by the bride (Wen 2001, 52). The quality of their brocade skills 

determined how much recognition they could garner. Females in the Zhuang 壮族 ethnic minority also 

started learning textile-related skills in childhood (89 years old), and the transmission of the 

craftsmanship historically followed three paths: from mothers to daughters; from elder sisters to 

younger; or neighborhood teaching (Chen 1996a, 531). The Miao 苗族 ethnic minority was similar and 

textile weaving skills were essential for every Miao 苗族 female to master (Zhang and Peng 1987, 38). 

Women of the Sibe 锡伯族 ethnic minority were masters of embroidery craftsmanship. Those who were 

not skilled at embroidery making would be despised by others (Chen 1996a, 688). In ancient Li 黎族

women similarly had to learn the complete set of textile techniques from their mothers from childhood, 

and then after marriage handed these skills down to the next generation (i.e., daughters) (Liu 2006, 155). 

The traditions of these ethnic minorities (e.g., Tujia 土家族, Zhuang 壮族, Miao 苗族, Sibe 锡伯族, 

and Li 黎族) provided a sustainable path to preserve textile craftsmanship across generations. 

Crafts from ethnic minorities mainly supplied demand for utilitarian objects, as well as items for rituals 

and festive events. The stable cultural environment, along with the inherited customs and traditions, 

offered populations in ethnic minorities sufficient opportunity to practice their craftsmanship. For 

example, in the Dragon Boat festival, the Bai 白族 ethnic minority would make a kind of textile 

decoration called Little Money 小猴子 filled with vanilla, and hang it by their beds to ward off evil and 

pests (Wen 2001, 53). In the Puyuma 卑南族 ethnic minority, both males and females knew how to 

embroider, but these skills were mainly mastered by females. At the age of 1213, Puyuma girls had to 

learn embroidery skills from their mother or older sisters. After their marriage, Puyuma housewives had 

to make clothes with delicate embroidery for sons and husbands as a symbol of identity. Every year in 

ritual and festive events, males in Puyama had to wear different clothes in accordance with their age to 

show their identity (Chen 1996a, 673—4). Some ethnic minorities inhabiting remote areas protected 

traditional craftsmanship from the shock of modern industrial civilization thanks to their relatively 

closed living environment. For example, by the end of the 1940s, almost every female Bai 白族 had 

mastered the spinning and weaving techniques (Wen 2001, 52). However, in the assimilation with 
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outside societies, particularly from the middle of the 19th century, the textile industry in some other 

ethnic communities (e.g., the manufacture of Li’s 黎族 traditional textile) felt the impacts of other types 

of mass-produced imported cloths and textiles (especially foreign fabric goods) (Liu 2006, 156). 

However, most women in Li communities in the 21st century no longer have mastery of local textile 

craftsmanship (Liu 2006, 156), which puts the historically well-known craftsmanship of the Li ethnic 

minority in danger. 

The transmission and production of religion-related craftsmanship followed a unique path. Craftspeople 

who produced Buddhist crafts (e.g., statues, painting Thang-ka) were historically thought of as the 

maker of Buddha and they were deemed equal to the monks teaching sutras; thus, these craftspeople 

enjoyed a high status in Tibetan Buddhist regions (Chen 2012). From the 9th century, the Buddhist sect 

Ningma 宁玛派 in Tibet followed patterns of ‘father-to-son’ and ‘apprenticeship’ to transmit Buddhist 

knowledge (Xu and Qi 1996, 138—9; Zhang 1998, 177—9), and the transmission of the skills of 

manufacturing Buddhist related crafts (e.g., Buddhist scripture carving, statues, and painting Thang-ka) 

in history was likely also following the same pattern. The system of hereditary family transmission (i.e., 

father-to-son) in Ningma mainly assured that the inheritor shouldered the mission of spreading the 

Buddha dharma (Xie and He 1994, 138—9). This was slightly different to the family transmission 

existing in the Han nationality’s civilian handicraft industries, where the focus was on exclusivity in 

knowledge transmission. Since the 15th century, Ningma had gradually formed a system of Five 

Brilliances wuming 五明xliii, and the mastery of Buddhist-related handicraft knowledge and techniques 

belongs to one of the Five Brilliances (Xie and He 1994, 140). Subsequently, the Five Brilliances were 

extensively popularized among Tibetan Buddhists (Xu and Qi 1996, 231—2). More Tibetan Buddhists 

began to learn and master handicraft skills as a part of religious practice. To pursue the Five Brilliances, 

Ningma also transcribed and preserved ancient books and texts about various types of knowledge, 

including about handicrafts (Xie and He 1994, 138—9). The construction of Buddhist temples, the 

making of Buddha statues, and other craft-related Buddhist activities required the leaders of Tibetan 

Buddhism to master abundant knowledge of handicrafts (Xu and Qi 1996, 233)—temples therefore 

become important to the transmission of local craftsmanship among Tibetan populations. From the 16th 

century, the monastery industry of Tibetan Buddhism developed significantly (Xu and Qi 1996, 309—

13), and it formed a network of monastery handicraft workshops mainly serving the demands of monks 

and religious activities (Xu and Qi 1996, 313). The handicraft knowledge and techniques were also 

included in the system of Tibetan Buddhist education, transmitted via apprenticeship (Xu and Qi 1996, 

338). To conclude, historically, religious organizations and practices in Tibet have contributed to the 

preservation and transmission of local traditional craftsmanship. 

Interactions between groups undoubtedly facilitated the exchange of handicraft skills and techniques 

between groups. Some Chinese scholars have claimed, for example, that some aspects of the Tibetan 
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handicraft industry were initially established with help from craftspeople of the Han 汉族 in the 7th 

century (Xie and He 1994, 63). Those Han 汉族 craftspeople included: some who were provided by the 

Tang state 唐朝 to the Tibetan regions (e.g., the craftspeople sent to Tibet accompany the Wencheng 

Princess in the 7th century); civilian craftspeople moving to Tibet to make a living; and some 

craftspeople who were captured in warfare and then sent to Tibet (Xie and He 1994, 63). Those Han 汉

族 craftspeople spread their skills of wine-making, paper-making, and silk reeling to Tibetans and thus 

cultivated a batch of new artisans serving local Tibetan ruling groups and civilian markets (Xie and He 

1994, 63).  

The central state historically established imperial handicraft workshops (local-branch type) at some 

places where there were large numbers of ethnic minorities that had frequent communication with the 

Han 汉族 (such as the current Turpan18). The managementxliv and training systemsxlv in these imperial 

workshops were similar to those in Han regions (Li 1996, 114). 

Another significant way in which craft techniques were spread was the introduction of craftsmanship 

(and craft industries) into ethnic communities by local authorities. In the 18th century, the local 

authority of Guizhou spread techniques of mulberry planting, silkworm breeding and textile weaving 

among the populations of ethnic minorities in Guizhou (Chen 1996a, 380—1). Handicraft experts of 

the Han 汉族 were sent to Guizhou’s ethnic communities to teach locals the techniques and pass on 

knowledge, and to help develop skilled weavers and trainers (Chen 1996a, 380—1). Local 

administrators also established workshops in these ethnic communities for the collective production of 

textile crafts. When the profits of the textile industry became considerable, more local ethnic minority 

populations started to participate in the industry (Chen 1996a, 381—2). In the middle of the 19th century, 

the local authorities of Yunnan and Sichuan also used similar methods to introduce the textile industry 

into their ethnic minority regions (Chen 1996a, 381—2; Ou 1998, 161). 

The craftsmanship of ethnic minorities is often equal to that found anywhere else. The cloth weaving 

techniques of the Li 黎族 ethnic minority is a good case in point. In the 6th century, weavers of Li 黎

族 in Hainan manufactured a kind of spot cloth (called banbu 斑布) adopting an inherited tie-dye 

technique (Liu 2006, 66—7). From then on, banbu became a well-known textile tribute for the ruling 

group (Liu 2006, 66—7). Until the 10th century, female weavers of Li 黎族 developed a set of advanced 

textile-related craftsmanship skills that boosted the high commodification of the cotton textile industry 

in Li 黎族 (Liu 2006, 68—9). In the 13th century, a well-known female weaver called Huangdaopo 黄

道婆, who had lived in Hainan for 40 years, transmitted a complete set of cotton textilerelevant 

                                                      
18 Turpan is a prefecture-level city located in the east of Xinjiang currently. 
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techniques learned from Li’s 黎族 weavers to her hometown Songjiang 松江 (the current Shanghai) 

(Liu 2006, 69); this laid a good technical foundation for the boom of the civilian textile industry in the 

Yangtze River delta. Judging from the case of Huangdaopo 黄道婆, there was comparatively less 

exclusivity in the transmission of historical craftsmanship knowledge amongst ethnic minorities. 

Another example is found at the beginning of the 20th century: there was a famous woodwork artisan 

in the Miao 苗族 ethnic minority of Hunan, and this artisan apprenticed over 1000 people, including 

non-Miao people (Liu and Zhao 1992, 8). 

There were fewer large-scale handicraft industries developed by ethnic minorities. A good example of 

where this did happen was at the beginning of the 20th century, when the Ozbek 乌孜别克族 living in 

the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region developed a network of textile workshops (about 200 

workshops) consisting of three types: large-scale workshops, hiring 150 workers and with tens of looms 

per workshop; middle-size workshops, hiring 20-40 workers; and cottage household workshops that 

had 12 apprentices or hired 12 helpers (Chen 1996a, 384). 

2.5 From ‘Tradition’ to ‘Heritage’ 

This chapter introduces the imperial and civilian handicraft industries of ancient China, covering many 

aspects—especially the organization of production and labor training. Chinese ancient craft industry 

has a strong feature of ‘state-intervention’, not just reflected by the establishment of the imperial 

handicraft industry, but also the control by the state of civilian handicraft industries (e.g., government-

dominated guilds, heavy handicraft-related taxes, and the System of Craftspeople Registration 匠籍制

度).  

On the one hand, this kind of state intervention supported an orderly running of handicraft industries, 

which created a favorable environment for the sustainable transmission of traditional craftsmanship and 

the continuity of craft production. In the 1910s, more than ten paths of craftsmanship transmission—

such as family transmission, civilian apprenticeship, training systems in state-owned workshops, 

community transmission, written-forms transmission, employment-oriented apprenticeship in civilian 

large-scale workshops, skills spread enforced by local authorities among ethnic minorities, religious 

education, craft-techniques training schools affiliated to Technology Bureaus, and the training schools 

chuanxisuo 传习所—played a significant role in ancient Chinese handicraft industries. 

Whilst state intervention played its part, the permanent driving force for craft industries was not state 

intervention but ‘consumer demand’. Imperial Craft Industries were driven by the constant demands of 

the royal families. With the end of the Chinese feudal regime in 1912, the driver of ICIs was removed. 
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And, at the same time, industrialized manufactured goods began to replace traditional crafts in Chinese 

home use from the 1910s, also causing CCIs to lose their original driver (namely their consumers). 

Hence, discussions about the sustainability of craft-related practice (e.g., production, craftsmanship 

transmission), whilst acknowledging the effect of political and cultural factors, must be rooted in an 

‘economic perspective’.  

My analysis in this chapter has indicated that five factors affected the generational changes of ancient 

Chinese craft production and craftsmanship transmission. These can be identified as: a) social division 

of labor; b) economic structure; c) political environment; d) object conditions related to craft production 

(e.g., volumes of raw material); and e) cultural environment.  

This chapter has provided an overview of craft production in ancient China up to 1911. What happened 

to traditional crafts in the period after 1912 and how Chinese craft production received ‘ICH’ 

recognition will be explored in Chapter 3. This will also introduce the contextual information of my 

thesis about craft production in modern China; more specifically, legislation and administration relating 

to ICH safeguarding and development. 

Endnotes of Chapter 2: 

i At the Cishan site (7355±100 cal.BP) (Yang 1987) of Peiligang culture, burial wares in male cemeteries 

were generally stone spades, adzes, and pottery hu jars; while females were buried with grinding slabs, 

handstones, and more pottery wares (Li 1989, 13). This shows that males in the early Neolithic were likely 

in charge of cereal cultivation and hunting, in contrast with females, who majored in gathering and pottery 

making. 

ii Shen Nong (神农) is one of the Three Sovereigns in prehistoric China. The name belongs to a legendary 

figure—there is no archaeological evidence to prove his existence. He was frequently referred in Chinese 

ancient texts as a pioneer improving and spreading plough cultivation patterns (Ban 1985, 21—2). 

iii Zhu Rong (祝融) is also a legendary prehistoric figure who mastered abundant astronomical knowledge 

and guided cereal cultivation among tribes in the middle Neolithic (Wang 1986, 85). 

iv Huang Di 黄帝, a legendary chieftain of late Neolithic in the Yellow River Region, had set up a specialized 

position Taozheng 陶正 for Kun Wu 昆吾 who was in charge of pottery production affairs in the tribe (Lü 

239 BC).  

Shao Hao 少昊, the son of Huang Di, set up five handicraft divisions in accordance with geomantic five 

directions. These were: eastern pottery production, southern metallurgy, western woodwork, northern leather, 

and middle weaving and dyeing (Zuo Early Warring States-a). 

v The owner of the M20 cemetery of Anhui Lingjiatan site, where a large amount of jade raw material (jade 

cores) (N=111) was found, and the processed fragmentary jade material, was conjectured to be a wealthy 

jade handicraftsman. 

vi Arnold and Munns (1994) clarified that the distinction between independent and attached specialization 

lies in the following: ‘independent specialization usually produce subsistence or utilitarian items for an 

unspecified group of consumers, and attached specialization produce for patrons who support them and 

control the distribution of their products (476)’, and, more directly: ‘attached specialization arises through 

mechanisms of political control and often involves wealth items and weaponry (476)’. 
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vii For instance, the unearthed jade bi discs and jade huang pendants at the Xiajin site in Linfen of Shanxi 

were hardly found at the neighboring Taosi site (Gao and Li 1983; Song and Xue 1998; Liang, Li, and Zhang 

1999). 

viii Judging from the pottery wares unearthed from Linzi 临淄, site of the capital city of a principality called 

Qi State 齐国 in the Warring States Period (403221 BC), roughly 200 potters lived in a pottery-making 

center named Yaoxiang 繇乡 (Cai 2003b, 118). State-owned handicraft workshops at this time were 

generally distributed on the outskirts of, or outside the enclosure of, capital cities (Huang and Zhu 1998; Liu 

and Chen 2012). 

ix For example, state-owned weaving workshops in the Warring States Period (403221 BC) were called 

Weaving Chambers Zhishi 织室, as shown by a bronze seal engraved with Zhong Zhishi Yin 中织室印 that 

was excavated from a Warring States cemetery in Changsha (Shi 1980). An unearthed silk fabric printed 

with Nüwu Shi 女五氏 was thought to be a textile craft produced by Zhishi 织室 (Xiong 1975). Handicrafts 

printed with artisans’ name (e.g., ‘Nüwu Shi 女五氏’) are a typical result of the quality liability system 

enforced in imperial and civilian handicraft industries that was later called ‘Wu-le Gong-ming 物勒工名’ in 

221 BC (Chen 1996a, 78). 

x Yuyufu 虞瘀父, the Taozheng 陶正 (i.e., the administrator of a state-owned pottery division) in the Zhou 

dynasty (1046256BC), possessed a rather prestigious status, similar to a duke who was enfeoffed (Zuo 

Early Warring States-b). 

xi Take the pottery workshops at the Erlitou site (18001500 BC) as an example: excavating from the upper 

strata, it found 10 kilns, 6 intact house foundations, 4 workshops, and 45 disposal pits that were used to 

dispose of the defective pottery (Han 2009). Every workshop simultaneously operated at least 6 jigger wheels, 

judging from the number of slots where jigger wheels are supposed to have been placed (Han 2009, 41). 

xii Shi 氏 meant the handicraft occupation was inherited from their families. 

xiii  Ren 人 represented first-generation craftspeople. Occasionally, the occupation name would be added 

before Ren 人, such as Zi Ren 梓人, which meant woodworking craftspeople who only produced goblets, 

targets for bow shooting, and shelves for musical instruments (Dai 2003). 

xiv For example, weavers of the Eastern and Western Weaving Chambers Zhishi 织室 were guarded by armed 

supervisors in their production practice, as depicted on the figure brick at the Eastern Han dynasty’s 

Cemetery of Zengjiabao, Chengdu (Chen 1981, 26—7). 

xv Imperial China had a system of conscripting labor from the public that is equated to the western corvée. 

The term ‘corvée’ has a similar meaning to the ‘compulsory service’ or ‘palace service’ among craftspeople 

used in previous paragraphs. 

xvi As the poem Zhifuci 织妇词 illustrates, lifelong single weavers were not obligated to that status just to 

keep the exclusive weaving craftsmanship, but also because of their identity as zhijinhu 织锦户 who did not 

have enough personal liberty to marry (Yuan 817). 

xvii In 1103, architect Li Jie 李诫 wrote an architectural handbook, Rules of Architecture 营造法式 (Li 1103); 

in the Xi’ning period of Song dynasty (1068-1077), the Weapon Department 军器监 obeyed the imperial 

order to compile Xi’ning Rules 熙宁法式 and Rules of Bow-making 弓式 to record techniques of weapon 

manufacture and bow production respectively (Xie and Song 2006, 75). 

xviii In February of 1112, every state-owned ordnance factory was announced to obey Xi’ning Rules 熙宁法

式 in weaponry production (Tuo and A 1346). 

xix  Authors of this literature were Mongolians in the Yuan dynasty (14th century). I failed to find their 

Mongolian names but just got the Chinese characters of their names: 脱脱 (in Pinyin, it is ‘Tuo Tuo’) and 

阿鲁图 (in Pinyin, it is ‘Lu Tu A’). That is why the in-text citation displays (Tuo and A 1346). 
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xx For example, in the Ming dynasty, the clay for making the glazed tile liuliwa 琉璃瓦, only supplied for 

imperial usage, was transported from Taipingfu 太平府 (i.e., the current Wuhu of Anhui) to Jingshi 京师 

(i.e., the current Beijing)—a distance of more than 1500km (Song 1637b, 205; Chen 2015a, 89). Every 2500 

kg of wood only fired 100 pieces of glazed tile (Song 1637b, 205; Chen 2015a, 90), so the consumption of 

firewood was huge. The usage of porcelain raw material also supports this sense of ‘extravagance’. Huiqing 

回青 pigment was very costly in the Ming dynasty (13681644), imported from the Western Regions (called 

Xiyu 西域 in the Ming dynasty, Xiyu was not a part of Ming regime, hence ‘import’) and only supplied to 

the imperial porcelain industry (Wang Ming dynasty; Wu Qing dynasty; Chen 2015a, 39—40). Since huiqing 

回青 pigment could not meet the large demand of production in imperial porcelain workshops, from 1590 

to the early 17th century the imperial porcelain industry in Jingdezhen used the best blue pigment from 

Zhejiang, called zheqing 浙青 pigment (Song 1637b, 216; Chen 2015a, 99). By 1728, pigments for 

producing enamel porcelains falangcai 珐琅彩 were imported from European countries (Zhang Qing 

dynasty; Chen 2015a, 589). In the Ming dynasty (13681644), clay coming from local Macang Mount 麻仓

山 only supplied imperial porcelain workshop usage in Jingdezhen (Wang Ming dynasty; Wu Qing dynasty; 

Chen 2015a, 30). Until 1583, clay of the Macang Mount 麻仓山 had almost been exhausted, which increased 

the cost of clay in imperial workshops by 40% (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 29—32). From the 17th 

century, imperial porcelain workshops in Jingdezhen used premium clay exploited from Qimen 祁门, 100 

km away from Jingdezhen (Tang Qing dynasty-b; Chen 2015a, 143). 

xxi In 1571, Jingdezhen imperial kilns were required to produce 10,5770 pieces of porcelain, as well as large-

size dragon tanks gang 缸, red-glazed tableware, and some square, porcelain containers, all of which 

involved highly demanding techniques. The delivery date was rather short, which placed Jingdezhen 

imperial kilns under great pressure. Local authorities negotiated with the imperial order, and some imperial 

orders were pointed out as ‘lavish’ (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 74—7). 

xxii Guan-da-min-sao 官搭民烧: The wares supplied to royal families were made (i.e., shaped, polished, 

sketched, painted) in imperial porcelain workshops, but were fired in civilian kilns. This is actually a 

collaboration between imperial and civilian porcelain industries to save on costs. 

xxiii The Ming state (13681644) assigned eunuchs to administer porcelain affairs in the Jingdezhen 

imperial porcelain workshops. The misconduct (such as corruption and labor exploitation) of eunuchs 

created conflicts between the craftspeople serving in state-owned workshops and administrators. 

xxiv  Standardized production: In the Ming dynasty, the Jingdezhen porcelain administrative department 

invented a wooden balance to measure the clay weight to ensure artisans in Jingdezhen’s imperial porcelain 

workshops used uniform size and measurement of porcelain wares (Wang Ming dynasty; Chen 2015a, 33). 

xxv Six Hierarchies of Societal Work (from highest to lowest): 1) the nobility who strategically governed the 

whole country; 2) the literati and officialdom who executed specific social-management affairs; 3) the 

craftspeople who produced craft objects for societal demands; 4) the merchants who circulated social 

resources to realize their optimal allocation; 5) the husbandman who worked the farmland; 6) the women 

who produced the needlecrafts—literally called Nügong 女功 (Ban 1985, 198)—mainly for daily civilian 

use (Dai 2003, 17), but partly also for meeting ruling groups’ demands, because civilian weavers would also 

be recruited into imperial weaving workshops (Ban 1985, The latter part of Vol 2). 

xxvi K’ao-kung Ji 考工记 is the earliest handbook specializing in craftsmanship in state-owned workshops, 

compiled in the periods of Spring and Autumn, and Warring States (772221 BC). This book aims to instruct 

new craftspeople to work in accordance with the written procedures and to realize standardized production 

in state-owned workshops. 

xxvii The Yi-shan Zhu-zhi-ci 黟山竹枝词 is a kind of poem collection that depicts every aspect of life—such 

as politics, the economy, society, history and culture—in Yi County 黟县, Huizhou city in the Qing dynasty. 

There are no specific dates and authors for these poems, we only know their rough dynastic information. 
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xxviii Li-ping Zhu-zhi-ci 黎平竹枝词 is also a kind of poem collection that depicts every aspect of life in 

Liping county in the Qing dynasty. Similar to the Yi-shan Zhu-zhi-ci 黟山竹枝词, there are no specific dates 

and authors for poems collected into Li-ping Zhu-zhi-ci 黎平竹枝词, but we know their rough dynastic 

information. 

xxix Didian 邸店 offers services for charge, such as goods storage and commodity consignment. Operators 

of didian included Chinese merchants, state officials (Zhao 945b), the nobility (Dong, Ruan, and Xu Qing 

dynasty), and foreign merchants (e.g., Persian) (Li, Hu, and Xu 978c). 

xxx Rules of civilian apprenticeship in the 10th century of China: Apprentices had to pay a sum for tuition 

fees (Han and Zhang 2016, 92). Apprentices acted as unpaid assistants to help the master in craft production 

and even take care of their master’s daily life; in turn, masters taught craftsmanship and offered apprentices 

board and lodging (Lai and Zhang 2014, 88). The feudalpatriarchal ideology played a crucial role in 

maintaining the apprenticeship; that is, masters had responsibilities in cultivating the apprentice’s 

professional ethics, etiquette, morals, and guild regulations, and the apprentice was obliged to respect the 

master with absolute obedience (Zhou 2004, 152). When apprenticeships finished, apprentices undertook an 

assessment to see whether they had completed their mastery of the craftsmanship, jargon and basic 

knowledge of the industry (Liu 2011). A special ritual, similar to a graduation ceremony, would be held to 

acknowledge the beginning of the craft career when apprentices passed their assessment (Shi 2016, 57).  

xxxi In the Yuan dynasty (12711368), ancestors of family Yu 余 immigrated to the Yuantou 源头 village of 

Anhui and brought linen-weaving craftsmanship to this small village (Fang 2009, 2). 

xxxii Wars and bandits made craftspeople suffer death and pillage. In 1133, a rebel army invaded Hongzhou 

洪州 (current Nanchang city of Jiangxi province), which once excelled in paper-making, and 90% of the 

craftspeople were massacred (Zhao 1135). At that point the paper-making industry disappeared in Hongzhou 

(Ding 2016, 113). The warlike nature of Mongols caused huge turbulence that brought a ‘nightmare’ to 

civilian craftspeople in the 13th to 14th Century (Li 1957, 9—11). 

xxxiii  Jingdezhen shows how some well-known craft centers developed from the civilian industry to the 

imperial handicraft industry. The history of Jingdezhen’s porcelain industry can be dated back to the Han 

dynasty (206 BCAD 220) (Cheng Qing dynasty). Constrained by rough tools and inadequate firing 

techniques, most ceramic objects produced in Jingdezhen in the Han dynasty merely achieved the level of 

‘advanced pottery’ and only circulated in civilian markets for commoners’ consumption (Lan 1815). Until 

the Southern and Northern dynasties (420589), an increasing number of Jingdezhen people engaged in the 

porcelain industry, and household porcelain (or pottery) workshops occupied the most shares in the civilian 

market at this ‘sprout’ stage (Lan 1815, 1). This high participation manifested in effective transmission of 

porcelain craftsmanship. As revealed by current porcelain masters in Jingdezhen, in ancient times porcelain 

craftsmanship was handed down vertically in accordance with male lineage within a family, while outside 

the household it obeyed apprenticeship transmission, constrained by principles of confidentiality (Yu 2014). 

In 583, Jingdezhen paid tribute to the central ruling group, and the delicate but fragile porcelain did not 

receive enough recognition (Jiang 1936, 49). This situation improved in the Sui dynasty (581618), when 

He Chou 何稠 upgraded the firing technique to shape the colored glaze (Wei Sui dynasty), and then this 

firing technique spread to Jingdezhen. In the middle of the Wude 武德 period (618626) of the Tang dynasty, 

a Jingdezhen people named Tao Yu 陶玉 acted as propagandists who brought exquisite porcelains to the 

Central Plain region (Lan 1815, 117). This jade-like porcelain harvested huge recognition from royal groups 

and, in 621, a regular tribute of porcelain from Jingdezhen to the central state was determined (Jiang 1936, 

53). Since then, the porcelain industry in Jingdezhen transformed to being state-controlled, governed by a 

specialized department called Taozheng 陶政 (Cheng Qing dynasty). Compared to other famous porcelain 

centers, such as the Five Kilns in the Song dynasty (among them, four were located in northern China), 

Jingdezhen was not as outstanding in the Northern Song dynasty (9601127) (Lan 1815). During the 

Southern Song dynasty (11271279), the political center of the Song state shifted from north to south 

because of turbulent warfare. Famous northern kilns were destroyed, with substantial porcelain masters 
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escaping to southern China (Fu Unknown). At this time, huge attention was given to the only remaining 

famous porcelain center—Jingdezhen (situated in southern China). 

xxxiv The organization and management of fairs had to be strictly supervised by a specialized department in 

the Tang dynasty (Song et al. 1060b; Wang Northern Song dynasty-b). 

xxxv In the capital of the Northern Song state, an ordinary wheat-cake bakery owned 50 ovens and hired 100 

laborers with a relatively clear labor division in different cake-making procedures (Meng 1127b). 

xxxvi In the 10th14th century, the premium level of clay used in Jingdezhen’s porcelain production was from 

Jinkeng 进坑 village of Jingdezhen, the second level was from Hukeng 湖坑，Lingbei 岭背 and Jietian 界

田, all of which belonged to Jingdezhen local clay (Chen 2015a, 5). 

xxxvii  The fame of local-branch imperial handicraft workshops could boost the expansion of civilian 

handicraft workshops in the region. From the 12th century, when Jingdezhen became a porcelain center that 

was well-known nationwide, prosperous civilian porcelain production organized in large-scale workshops 

in Jingdezhen emerged. Full-time porcelain professions for most Jingdezhen people has been claimed by 

some Chinese researchers (Cao and Yu 2010). The reason for using the term ‘full-time’ was to distinguish it 

from the ‘part-time’ feature of porcelain-making (or pottery-making) in the peasant economy in China’s 

feudalistic society. 

xxxviii Take the carving-knife producer in Jingdezhen as an example: from the 17th century, this blacksmith 

craftsmanship had been monopolized by five families: Song, Xiong, You, Zhang, and Sun, and only followed 

family-based, male-lineage transmission (Lan 1815, 96). 
xxxix The apprenticeship was an ambivalence in Jingdezhen’s competitive employment environment. Placing 

porcelain in a scientific way in the kiln to attain a lower defect rate during firing is called manyao 满窑. In 

the 18th century, only Leping 乐平 people held manyao work, and then Leping 乐平 people apprenticed 

Poyang 鄱阳 people, and this subsequently spread to Duchang 都昌 people via apprenticeship. In the 

transmission process, apprentices continually excelled beyond their masters and occupied the limited 

vacancies (Lan 1815, 111). So, apprenticeship had to be reserved to keep the masters’ advantage. For instance, 

from the 13th century, the family Wei 魏 had specialized in repairing kilns in Jingdezhen. Although in the 

17th century Duchang people learnt this craftsmanship from Wei via apprenticeship, the core element was 

still held back by the family Wei (Zhang Qing dynasty; Lan 1815, 111; Chen 2015a, 609). 

xl China’s textile industry suffered a heavy setback with more foreign capital and goods (e.g., foreign cloth) 

rushed into Chinese markets in the late 19th century—especially in those coastal cities where foreign trades 

developed (Ren and Yang 2018, 62—5). Western weaving techniques, as well as new folkways, had been 

introduced into China when a large number of foreign factories were set up in southeastern coastal areas, 

such as Shanghai (Gu 2001, 222). Females ‘escaped’ from their homes to foreigner-established textile 

factories. 

xli For example, in 1796, a guild of silk fabric dyeing in Chongqing stipulated that every dyer could only 

enrol one apprentice every three years; only after the old one finished the apprenticeship could a new one be 

enrolled (Peng 1995, 536). 

xlii In 1912, a famous embroidery master named Shen Shou 沈寿 established a training school—Self-reliance 

Embroidery Training School 自立女红传习所—in Tianjin to hand down stitchwork skills. One year later, 

the training school was closed because of warfare, so Shen moved back her hometown, Suzhou, and recruited 

over 10 apprentices to continue the teaching. In 1914, famous industrialist Zhang Jian 张謇 set up a training 

school in Jiangsu and invited Shen Shou as well as her relatives (who were proficient at embroidery) to teach 

in that training school. In total, Zhang’s Training School trained over 300 apprentices to be skillful 

embroidery artisans (Shen and Zhang 2004, 10). Realizing that the traditional embroidery skills were likely 

lost when embroidery practitioners passed away, in 1918 (the year before Shen’s death) Zhang Jian compiled 

the Principles and Stitchings of Chinese Embroidery 雪宦绣谱 in accordance with Shen’s oral narratives, 

and later translated it into an English edition (Shen and Zhang 2004, 6). 
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xliii The system of Five Brilliances wuming 五明 consists of Da-wu-ming (大五明) and Xiao-wu-ming (小五

明). Da-wu-ming includes the mastery of the Buddhist doctrine (内明), Buddhist logic (因明), rhythmic (声

明), medicine (医方明), and handicraft skills and techniques (工巧明). Xiao-wu-ming includes the learning 

of astrometry, rhetoric, phraseology, prosody, and dramaturgy (Xu and Qi 1996, 140). 

xliv As some Tang 唐朝 texts recorded, civilian artisans in Turpan had also been required to serve compulsory 

service at local imperial handicraft workshops since the 3rd century (Li 1996, 114). From the 7th century, 

the labor sent to serve imperial workshops also included prisoners (Li 1996, 114). 

xlv An official text excavated at Gaochang (the current Turpan) has the words: ‘artisans recruited have to 

undertake three-year teaching work in imperial workshops’ (三年教匠始可) (Li 1996, 114).  



62 

Chapter 3 The Protection of Intangible 

Cultural Heritage within China 

3.1 Introduction 

Despite a long history of managing craftsmanship in ancient China (as Chapter 2 discussed), the 

‘craftsmanship’ was not thought of as the object of ‘ICH safeguarding’ but was instead seen as the 

techniques and skills that were utilized in handicraft industries. After the dynastic period (from 1912 

on), China moved rapidly towards industrialization and modernization. The concern about the wane and 

loss of traditional culture prompted multiple forces in society to introduce the concept of ‘ICH 

safeguarding’ into China. In 2004, China joined the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 

Cultural Heritage, and the term ‘ICH’ has since gained widespread acceptance in Chinese society. 

Chapter 3 introduces the context for this thesis, presenting a picture of Chinese legislation and 

administration regarding the safeguarding and development of ICH (particularly traditional 

craftsmanship). In this chapter, the following issues are explored:  

(a) How did the protection and development of ICH become a ‘hot issue’ in China? 

(b) How did the legislative systems of ICH protection take shape, develop, and consolidate in China?   

(c) To what extent did these legislations affect ICH, especially traditional craftsmanship? 

This chapter starts by briefly introducing the ICH-safeguarding legislations and policies in China that 

predated the country’s explicit official endorsement of the concept of ICH in 2004. It then articulates 

the process through which China internalized ICH safeguarding in its legislation and policies. Further, 

it introduces some significant recent developments in China’s endeavor to safeguard ICH, before some 

brief concluding remarks on the achievements of and the problems in China’s ICH safeguarding 

legislation and policies. This chapter provides a logical transition from a broad review of China’s ICH 

undertakings to the specific empirical research that has been conducted (outlined in Chapters 4 to 6). 

3.2 Pre-heritagization Stage (pre-1840s) 

Gonglü 工律 (i.e., Handicraft-relevant law) was an essential component in the constitutional law of 

each dynasty in China from the Qin dynasty (221206BC) to Qing dynasty (16441911). It provided 

technical stipulations for almost every aspect of imperial craft production, including raw material 

management; craftspeople training, allocation and assessment; quality control of crafts; organization of 

craft production, craft circulation and distribution; and craftsmanship transmission (Qin-central-
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government Qin Dynasty-a, Qin Dynasty-b, Qin Dynasty-c, Qin Dynasty-d; Zhangsun 651; Dou 963; 

Ming-central-government 1397; Qing-central-government 1740). On the one hand, imperial handicraft 

workshops organized the imperial production activities systematically and had strictly regulated 

processes for labor training, craftsmanship management (e.g., compiling handbooks), and the 

supervision of production standards. On the other hand, multiple demands from royal families and 

military units (e.g., weapon production) supported the continuous production of handicrafts. Mature 

imperial handicraft industries provided excellent conditions for the preservation and enhancement of 

traditional craftsmanship. Ancient legislation shows that there was little concern for the loss of 

craftsmanship (Qin-central-government Qin Dynasty-c, Qin Dynasty-d; Dou 963; Ming-central-

government 1397; Qing-central-government 1740), no doubt partly because the prevailing conditions 

ensured that craftsmanship was not at risk. 

Handicraft production in imperial workshops was ‘specification-oriented’ (Qin-central-government Qin 

Dynasty-c; Ming-central-government 1397; Qing-central-government 1740). Specifications were 

elaborated in multiple official handbooks, such as Kao-kung Ji 考工记, Xi Ning Rules (熙宁法式) and 

Rules of Bow-making 弓式. Despite the fact that ancient Gonglü 工律 and other craft-related rules were 

largely silent about matters concerning the definition or standards of craft ‘authenticity’, the strict 

specification-oriented form of production ensured that a wide spectrum of longstanding Chinese craft 

traditions were sustained and maintained. The standardized production in imperial craft workshops 

ensured precision in craftsmanship techniques and a strong element of conservatism in both craft design 

and production methods.  

With the implementation of the System of Craftspeople Registration 匠籍制度 and the Na-zi Dai-yi 纳

资代役 system, the exclusiveness of imperial craftsmanship gradually declined. Civilian craftspeople 

obtained access, through compulsory service, to the craftsmanship knowledge of the imperial 

workshops and they then spread these imperial skills to civilian workshops after their period of 

compulsory service had been completed. Thus, even though civilian handicraft production was seldom 

mentioned in ancient handicraft legislation, civilian craftsmanship was still significantly influenced by 

the imperial systems. 

The craftsmanship regulated by Gonglü 工律 was mostly concerned with weapon production, palace 

construction, and imperial needs (e.g., textiles and porcelain) (Ming-central-government 1397; Qing-

central-government 1740; Dai 2003). A system of punishments and incentives were regulated by ancient 

handicraft laws, and these centered on the quantity and quality of crafts. For example, producers of 

‘defective’ craft commodities (including textile types) would be punished (physical punishment) 

(Zhangsun 651). ‘Defective’ here means ‘poor quality’ or ‘failing to conform to the specification’ (Cao 

1989, 901). Imperial artisans were even required to stamp their names on crafts in the Qin dynasty (Dai 
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Western Han dynasty) and Tang dynasty (Yuan and Pan 1997, 592—3). In this way, the quality of 

craftspeople’s works could be checked and supervised. State handicraft legislation thus targeted the 

production of ‘satisfactory crafts’ that met certain required specifications and markers of quality (or 

function).  

3.3 The Move towards Heritagization (1840s  late 1990s) 

3.3.1 Beginnings (1840s1940s) 

In China, the beginning of formal legislated heritage management emerged in the 1840s and began with 

the introduction of Western-style libraries and museums into China. Late Qing officials (e.g., Lin Zexu 

林则徐) and some scholars who visited European countries published dozens of books on western 

museums (Meng 2019, 113). This trend motivated the construction of the first modern Chinese museum, 

Nantong Museum 南通博物苑, in 1905 (Meng 2019, 114). In the context of the removal and export of 

much significant cultural heritage at the end of Qing dynasty (Du Cros and Lee 2007, 36), the first 

cultural relics protection law in Chinese history—namely, the Charter of Cultural Relics Safeguarding

保存古迹推广办法章程—was enacted in 1909 (Meng 2019, 114). However, the law failed to protect 

the country’s cultural heritage. In the Republic of China (19121949), the central government set up a 

string of museums, libraries, and art galleries (Meng 2019, 114). The most remarkable was the Palace 

Museum 故宫博物院, founded in 1925 (Meng 2019, 115). For a long time, ‘cultural heritage’ 

regulations and legislation were, as in many other places, restricted to ‘tangible cultural relics’; for 

example, the Historical Sites and Antiquities Preservation Regulations 名胜古迹古物保存条例 

enacted in 1928 categorized significant architectural achievements, historical sites, monuments, and 

various antique crafts (e.g., Jade, stone, ceramics) and listed them for protection. 

At this stage, although the relevant legislation was focused on tangible cultural heritage, a few words 

in some legislative texts referred to ICH issues. The central government of the Qing state enacted the 

Incentive Regulations on Revitalizing Handicraft Techniques 振兴工艺给奖章程 (hereafter Incentive 

Regulations) in 1898, providing legislative protection for intellectual property and patent rights for 

innovations in the handicraft industry (Qing-central-government 1898). The Incentive Regulations 

introduced the modern concept of ‘patent protection’ from Western countries (Sun and Song 1998), and 

this encouraged craftspeople to be increasingly innovative. The first Chinese legislation that clarified 

the protection of traditional craftsmanship is said to be the Charter of Township Autonomy 城镇乡地方

自治章程 (hereafter Charter) enacted in 1908 (Meng 2019, 114). The fifth article of this Charter 

formulated two strategies for safeguarding craftsmanship: 1) handicraft workshops would be reformed 

through ‘mechanization and industrialization’, to make them more profitable; and 2) ‘peasant 
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craftsmanship (贫民工艺)’ would be protected. ‘Peasant craftsmanship’ refers to the traditional 

craftsmanship used in rural handicraft cottage industries, as opposed to urban industrialized production 

(Qing-central-government 1908). This strategy on safeguarding ‘peasant craftsmanship’ signified a very 

early awareness of ‘heritage’ protection in China. 

In contrast with the safeguarding of tangible heritage supported by government legislation, in the 

Republic of China the civilian economic elite group (who owned the large-scale craft workshops) and 

the technical elites (who held the knowledge of traditional craft production) were responsible for 

safeguarding traditional craftsmanship. For example, in 1914, Zhang Jian 张謇—a famous industrialist 

who was the pioneer of China’s cotton textile industry at the beginning of the 20th century—set up a 

training school chuanxisuo 传习所 in Jiangsu and invited Shen Shou 沈寿19 to teach (Shen and Zhang 

2004, 10). In 1918, Zhang Jian compiled the Principles and Stitchings of Chinese Embroidery 雪宦绣

谱 in accordance with Shen’s oral narratives, and later translated it into an English edition (Shen and 

Zhang 2004, 6). Some famous architects (e.g., Liang Sicheng 梁思成) founded the Institute of Research 

in Chinese Architecture (IRCA) in 1930, which contributed to the preservation research, and promotion 

of Chinese traditional architectural skills (Meng 2019, 116—7). 

3.3.2 Foundations of Heritage Governance (1950s  late 1990s) 

From the 1950s to the late 1990s, cultural heritage legislation gradually shifted more attention towards 

intangible heritage. 

In 1961, the Ministry of Culture enacted Provisional Regulations on the Protection and Administration 

of Cultural Relics 文物保护管理暂行条例 and announced the first list of national cultural relics (180 

sites). This signified the establishment of China’s preliminary administrative system of cultural heritage 

(Meng 2019, 121). In 1982, the Law on the Protection of Cultural Relics 中华人民共和国文物保护法

—which was acknowledged as the first legislation on heritage safeguarding in the People’s Republic of 

China (1949 afterward)—came out. This law clarifies the objects of protection as ‘those moveable and 

immovable tangible cultural relics with significant historical, artistic, and scientific value’ (SCNPC 

1982, Article 2). In subsequent legislation—in 1982, 1986, and 1994—three batches of State-listed 

Famous Historical and Cultural Cities 国家历史文化名城 came out, which demonstrated that the 

protection strategies for cultural heritage had expanded from focusing on single places (e.g., cultural 

relics) to regions (e.g., famous historical and cultural cities). With China joining the World Heritage 

Convention (UNESCO 1972) in 1985, Chinese heritage safeguarding work began to adopt international 

                                                      
19 Shen Shou 沈寿 was a well-known embroidery master at the beginning of the 20th century China. 
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standards and procedures. 

Several projects launched after 1978 —such as the Compilation and Publication Project of Ten Records 

of Chinese Folklore Literature in 1979 (Meng 2019, 124)—laid the foundation for later Chinese 

legislative protection of ICH. For example, in 1997, the first Chinese legislative norms concerning the 

ICH of traditional craftsmanship, namely the Regulations on the Protection of Traditional Arts and 

Crafts 传统工艺美术保护条例 (hereafter Regulations), was enacted. The ‘Traditional Arts and Crafts’, 

are defined in the Regulations, are: 

the handicraft skills and techniques that: 1) have a history of over 100 years; 2) exquisite in 

skills; 3) inherited over generations; 4) an integral flow of production procedures; 5) made of 

natural raw material; 6) with distinctive ethnic and local features; and 7) of repute in China 

and abroad. (SCPRC 1997, Article 2) 

These Regulations targeted the protection of intangible craft and art skills as well as the collection of 

tangible craft treasures (SCPRC 1997). Here ‘protection’ was prioritized, though the Regulations also 

emphasized the need to promote the prosperity of the regional craft economies (SCPRC 1997, Articles 

3—4). The nomination of fine art and crafts items as well as inheritors20 was initially proposed in the 

Regulations (SCPRC 1997, Articles 5—9). The Regulations also established an innovative 

confidentiality system for craftsmanship, and legislatively stipulated a series of punishments for anyone 

found illegally releasing confidential craft knowledge (SCPRC 1997, Articles 9&19). In this context, 

many types of craftsmanship became exclusive knowledge protected as intellectual property. A 

specialized department in the State Council planned and coordinated the nationwide arts and crafts 

undertakings, while regional governments were placed in charge of the implementation of specific 

policies, programs and initiatives (SCPRC 1997). Local governments were ‘encouraged’ (‘鼓励’) 

(SCPRC 1997, Articles 15—6) to undertake ICH projects (e.g., cultivating local ICH inheritors, 

supporting scientific research on arts and crafts, and rescuing endangered craftsmanship). The term 

‘encourage’ makes this a ‘suggestion’ instead of a ‘command’ from the central government.  

Overall, the Regulations were a milestone in legislation that formed a rudimentary framework for 

craftsmanship identification, documentation, research, preservation, and protection. Even though the 

Regulations were criticized for being weak in terms of their implementation (Zheng, Zhang, and Hua 

2007, 76), their significance as the formal beginning of Chinese legislative protection on the ICH of 

craftsmanship has been well acknowledged (Kang 2012, 49; Meng 2019, 124).  

Other domains of law also started to include issues around ICH. The Constitution of the People’s 

Republic of China 中华人民共和国宪法 clarified the duty of the state in protecting cultural heritage 

                                                      
20 The inheritors obtained the title ‘Chinese Arts and Crafts Master’ instead of ‘Representative Inheritors of Intangible Cultural 

Heritage’ (this title emerged in 2005), but the two titles are quite similar in meaning. 
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that is of significant cultural and historical value, particularly cultural relics and antiques (NPC 1982, 

Article 22). Though ‘ICH’ was not specifically written, it was categorized in ‘other types’. The 

Constitution also promised the freedom and rights of Chinese citizens in conducting art and literature 

creation and maintaining ethnic customs. Ethnic minorities were given autonomy in managing local 

cultural heritage (NPC 1982, Articles 47&119). The Constitution mainly specified the general rights 

and obligations of the state and citizens, so its heritage-related content was not directed specifically at 

heritage practitioners.  

The Copyright Law of the People’s Republic of China 中华人民共和国著作权法 (1990) also stipulated 

copyright protection for literature, oral traditions and expressions (e.g., music and drama), and 

performing arts (e.g., dance and acrobatics) (NPC 1990, Article 3). The Regulations on the Protection 

of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) Varieties (1993)中 医 药 品 种 保 护 条 例 established a 

classification system for TCM varieties to protect the rights and interest of TCM practitioners (SCPRC 

1993), and laid a foundation for the safeguarding of TCM knowledge (that belongs to one of the ten 

ICH categories). The Law of the People’s Republic of China on Physical Culture and Sports (1995) 中

华人民共和国体育法 set out the state’s standpoint on encouraging ethnic groups to practice (e.g., 

discover, organize, and improve) traditional forms of sporting events (e.g., festive sports events in ethnic 

minorities and the performing sports) (NPC 1995, Article 15). These ICH-related legislative clauses 

provided the basis for formulating the specialized laws around ICH safeguarding that would follow. 

3.4 Growth of Concern for ICH (19972004)  

After the Regulations of 1997, the ethnic-minority areas became pilot sites for ICH-safeguarding 

legislation and administration, because of the rich variety of ethnic cultures and the vulnerability of the 

regional economy in these areas (MC&SEAC 2000). In 2000, the Ministry of Culture and the State 

Ethnic Affairs Commission issued Opinions on further strengthening the cultural work of ethnic 

minorities 关于进一步加强少数民族文化工作的意见 (hereafter Opinions) which proposed seven 

actions for strengthening the preservation and utilization of traditional culture in ethnic minorities: 

(a) Make inventories for cultural heritage items in ethnic minority regions 

(b) Archive ethnic folk artisans 

(c) Nominate ‘Ethnic Folk Art Master’ (‘民族民间艺术大师’) and ‘Folk Art Town’ (‘民间

艺术之乡’), to encourage these nominated masters and towns to pass on craftsmanship to 

the next generation  

(d) Construct ‘Ethnic Cultural Ecological Reserves’ (‘少数民族文化生态保护区’) 
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(e) Rescue and preserve endangered craftsmanship and other performing arts 

(f) Formulate and enact policies and measures to protect and utilize local ethnic cultural 

resources in a sustainable way 

(g) Make use of local cultural resources to develop the regional economy by establishing 

enterprises to convert local resources into economic benefits, such as developing cultural 

tourism, art performance, folk craft production and trade, and film production based on 

regional ethnic features. (MC&SEAC 2000) 

Most of the proposals listed above are similar to the Regulations, such as the identification, 

documentation, preservation, rescuing, and ‘production-based safeguarding’ (‘生 产 性 保 护’). 

‘Production-based safeguarding’ means ‘sustaining the ICH with economic approaches such as 

production practice and heritage commodification’. The progress made in the Opinions was that they 

raised the concept of ‘regional protection’ through the nomination of the Folk Art Towns (民间艺术之

乡) and Ethnic Cultural Ecological Reserves (少数民族文化生态保护区). In this way, ICH resources 

started to be treated not just as individual items but were protected as integral cultural treasures of a 

region. Moreover, the Opinions is the first legislation that advocates combining ‘heritage 

commodification’ with tourism industries. 

Subsequently in 2000, the first provincial-level ICH legislation was enacted, Regulations of Yunnan 

Province on the Protection of Ethnic and Folk Traditional Culture 云南省民族民间传统文化保护条

例 (hereafter Yunnan Regulations) (Kang 2012, 49). The ‘Ethnic and Folk Traditional Culture’ in 

Yunnan Regulations refers to: 

(a) Language and character of ethnic minorities in Yunnan 

(b) Representative ethnic folk literature, poetry, drama, music, dance, painting, and sculpture 

(c) Ethnic festive and ritual events, traditional cultural art, sport events, performative activities, 

and other folk events with great academic value 

(d) Folklore dwellings, costumes, utensils, and other crafts that reflect the production and life 

features of ethnic minorities 

(e) Representative architecture, facilities, signs that reflect ethnic cultural features, and 

specific natural sites 

(f) Manuscripts, documents, genealogies, Chinese couplets21  (楹联) and oral culture with 

academic, historical and artistic value 

                                                      
21 Chinese couplet (楹联) refers to two complementary poetic lines adhering to certain rules of literature, often written on red 

paper or carved on wooden uprights. 
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(g) Inheritors of traditional folk culture and their knowledge and skills 

(h) Ethnic folk traditional techniques in crafts production and the physical object crafts 

(i) Other traditional ethnic and folk cultures that need to be protected. (SCPC 2000, Article 2) 

The above protections cover most of the five domains of ICH that were subsequently listed by UNESCO 

(UNESCO 2003b). Moreover, the category of ‘Ethnic and Folk Traditional Culture’ also includes the 

materialized forms of ICH, such as crafts, manuscripts, Chinese couplets, architecture and specific 

natural sites. So, the Yunnan Regulations target the protection of both tangible and intangible cultural 

heritage in ethnic minority regions. 

Many routine measures in the Yunnan Regulations, such as making inventories (identification and 

documentation), inheritor nominations, craftsmanship preservation, talent cultivation and research were 

inherited from the Regulations on the Protection of Traditional Arts and Crafts (1997) 传统工艺美术

保护条例. What differs is that the Yunnan Regulations drafted a set of preliminarily standards for these 

routine measures taken in safeguarding ICH. It was in the Yunnan Regulations that the procedures and 

main approaches used in documenting the objects of protection (e.g., inheritors) were standardized and 

nailed down (Dai and Li 2014, 36). 

The dominant role of governmental agencies in Chinese ICH undertakings is indisputable. The Yunnan 

Regulations first put forward the principle of ‘social participation’ (‘社会参与’) at a legislative level 

(SCPC 2000, Article 4). For instance, Article 21 of the Yunnan Regulations states that ‘All sectors of 

society and individual citizens can make recommendations or applications for protection of traditional 

ethnic and folk cultural items to the cultural administration departments of the governments at or above 

the county level, and they will be included in the category of protection after verification and 

confirmation’. It is also the first time that the protection of regional traditional culture was scheduled 

into regional medium- and long-term development plans (SCPC 2000, Article 5). The responsibility of 

regional governors in developing local undertakings around traditional culture was also placed in 

legislative format for the first time.  

In the Yunnan Regulations, the state sent a signal about the growing regulation of ICH. As the 12th 

Article (2000) said, ‘The important materials of traditional ethnic and folk culture shall be archived 

through digitalization to ensure long-term preservation; some parts can be compiled and published 

according to the needs and whilst respecting the integrity and authenticity of local ethnic culture’. The 

‘materials’ as described here is not confidential, which is different from the emphasis of confidentiality 

of arts and crafts in the Regulations on the Protection of Traditional Arts and Crafts (1997) 传统工艺

美术保护条例. It seems that ICH became shared knowledge under state intervention. ‘The needs’ here 

is vague: Whose needs? What needs?  
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Following the Opinions (i.e., Opinions on further strengthening the cultural work of ethnic minorities

关于进一步加强少数民族文化工作的意见), the Yunnan Regulations also proposed the nomination 

of Ethnic Folk and Traditional Cultural Towns (民族民间传统文化之乡) and Ethnic Traditional 

Cultural Reserves (民族传统文化保护区). The Yunnan Regulations seems like the implementation of 

the Opinions in a specific province that has a rich variety of ethnic cultures.  

The Yunnan Regulations established a framework for the identification and nomination of Inheritors, 

Towns, and Reserves. Craftspeople skilled in traditional craftsmanship—those citizens who preserve a 

large number of original documents or physical objects relevant to traditional folk culture—could also 

be nominated as the Inheritors of Yunnan Ethnic Traditional Culture and Folklore (SCPC 2000, Article 

15). More details about funding allocations; rights and obligations of inheritors; incentives and 

punishments, and preferential policies for enterprises and individuals who contributed to the sustainable 

utilization of regional intangible cultural resources were elaborated in the Yunnan Regulations.  

The Yunnan Regulations also proposed plans to utilize regional intangible cultural resources. For 

example, the 13th article advocates commodifying local cultural resources to be tourism products, such 

as traditional crafts, costumes, and festive performances that embody ethnic cultural features. 

Traditional architecture and facilities with ethnic characteristics were required to be properly preserved 

and repaired. These insightful proposals boosted the development of heritage tourism amongst some 

ethnic minorities of Yunnan Province. 

Following the enactment of the Yunnan Regulations (2000), two other provinces with large populations 

of ethnic minorities (i.e., Guizhou 贵州 and Fujian 福建) successively promulgated similar provincial 

regulations on the protection of local ethnic traditional culture and folklore respectively in 2002 and 

2004 (SCPC 2002, 2004). Some scholars have noted that the Ministry of Culture and the Education, 

Culture and Health Committee of the National People’s Congress drafted a Law on Safeguarding 

Chinese Ethnic Traditional Culture and Folklore in 2003 based on the successful pilots in Yunnan and 

Guizhou (Kang 2012, 48; Meng 2019, 125). However, I have been unable to verify this from Chinese 

governmental websites or to find the draft text for analysis; the draft law is only referred to in 

publications but without any details (Zang 2004; Kang 2012; Zhou 2012; Meng 2019).  

In 2001, China applied to UNESCO to list Kun Opera as a Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible 

Heritage of Humanity (UNESCO 2006). This application unified various forces including the Chinese 

government at all levels, academic institutions, social organizations and the news media (Zhou and Lü 

2012, 17). In 2004, China became one of the state parties to sign the Convention for the Safeguarding 

of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003). Since then, ‘Intangible Cultural Heritage’ has become formal 

terminology used uniformly in China’s ICH-relevant laws, regulations, and legislative documents. The 

term ‘Ethnic Traditional Culture and Folklore’ was thus abandoned and replaced with ‘intangible 
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cultural heritage’. This is probably one of the reasons for the cessation of the Law on Safeguarding 

Chinese Ethnic Traditional Culture and Folklore. Zang (2004) reviewed the draft of Law on 

Safeguarding Chinese Ethnic Traditional Culture and Folklore, and pointed out certain imperfections 

in its usage of terminology, as well as its immature consideration of intellectual property. On the other 

hand, Zang (2004) also acknowledged the praiseworthy aspects of this draft in its absorbing   provisions 

from other ICH-relevant laws in China and abroad. Thus, although I have not gained access to the draft 

of the Law on Safeguarding Chinese Ethnic Traditional Culture and Folklore, I believe that some useful 

clauses in the draft were retained and written into later ICH laws. 

3.5 A Focus on ICH (20052011) 

From 2005 to 2011 the fundamental and relatively comprehensive set of legislations on intangible 

cultural heritage undertakings were nailed down. In 2005, the General Office of the State Council issued 

two milestone official documents: the Opinions on Strengthening the Protection of China’s Intangible 

Cultural Heritage 关于加强我国非物质文化遗产保护工作的意见 (hereafter ICH Opinions) and the 

attached Interim Procedures for the Declaration and Assessment of Representative Items of National 

Intangible Cultural Heritage 国家级非物质文化遗产代表作申报评定暂行办法 (hereafter Interim 

Procedures). Kang (2012, 48) claimed that the ICH Opinions and Interim Procedures were the prototype 

of the Law of the People’s Republic of China on Intangible Cultural Heritage (2011) 中华人民共和国

非物质文化遗产法. 

The ICH Opinions systematically introduced the background, principles, aims, governance mechanisms, 

and framework of Chinese ICH safeguarding and development. In the ICH Opinions, the Chinese 

government recognized that globalization, modernization, and dramatic changes in economic, social 

and cultural contexts had resulted in the loss of those ICHs that relied on oral instruction and practice 

demonstration. These factors have also caused the misuse and overexploitation of those ICHs that 

brought considerable economic benefit (GOSC 2005). China clarified that the protection and rescue of 

ICH should be prioritized, and following that, consider how best to ensure the rational utilization, 

inheritance, and development of ICH (GOSC 2005). The ‘rational utilization’ referred to respecting the 

authenticity and integrity of ICH (GOSC 2005). In this context, ‘authenticity’ meant that ICH 

practitioners should follow the forms and meanings of the ICH as originally recorded in ICH 

identification and nomination databases.  

Under the leadership of the Ministry of Culture, a Joint Inter-ministerial Committee System (部际联席

会议制度) for the protection of China’s ICH was established, as proposed in the ICH Opinions. This 

committee was mandated to implement the assessment of representative items of national ICH. The 

committee then cooperated with the departments, units and social organizations concerning their ICH 
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undertakings (GOSC 2005, Article 5). Here we can see a strong shift towards the dominance of the 

government in ICH undertakings. Research institutes and scholars were also given roles to provide 

expert consultation and supervision on ICH undertakings. Individuals, enterprises, and social 

organizations were encouraged to invest in ICH undertakings. Students became the main group targeted 

for education regarding traditional culture. Within the context of greater government intervention, the 

ICH Opinions thus also placed increasing focus on promoting social participation and advocating for 

the popularizing of the knowledge of ICH among the public, aiming to cultivate a consensus of ‘ICH 

safeguarding’ in the whole of society. 

The ICH Opinions identified ICH from a spatio-temporal perspective, and formulated six core values 

of ICH: 1) the witness of history; 2) valuable cultural resources; 3) wisdom and human civilization 

accumulated in generations; 4) bond of ethnic groups; 5) part of diverse world culture; 6) national and 

local property (GOSC 2005). It was also the first time that the definition of ICH was laid out in Chinese 

governmental documents. As the Interim Procedures defined: 

Intangible cultural heritage refers to the manifestation of various traditional cultures (such 

as folk activities, performing arts, traditional knowledge and skills as well as the relevant 

utensils, material objects, handicrafts, etc.) and the cultural space (namely the place where 

traditional cultural activities are held regularly or the expressions of traditional culture are 

intensively displayed), both of which are inherited from generation to generation and 

closely related to the life of the masses.  

(Original sentence: “非物质文化遗产指各族人民世代相承的、与群众生活密切相关

的各种传统文化表现形式（如民俗活动、表演艺术、传统知识和技能，以及与之相

关的器具、实物、手工制品等）和文化空间 (即定期举行传统文化活动或集中展现

传统文化表现形式的场所)。”) (GOSC 2005, Articles 2&3) 

According to the above definition, ICH was categorized into six types: 

(a) Oral traditions, including language as a vehicle of the culture 

(b) Traditional performing arts 

(c) Folk activities, etiquette rituals and festivals 

(d) Traditional folk knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe  

(e) Traditional craftsmanship 

(f) Cultural space related to the above forms. (GOSC 2005, Article 3) 

The connotations, definition and categorization of ICH stated in the Interim Procedures (2005) are very 

similar to their counterparts in the UNESCO’s Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
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Cultural Heritage (see below): 

‘Intangible Cultural Heritage’ means the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, 

skills —as well as the instruments, objects, artifacts and cultural spaces associated 

therewith—that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of 

their cultural heritage. This intangible cultural heritage, transmitted from generation to 

generation, is constantly recreated by communities and groups in response to their 

environment, their interaction with nature and their history, and provides them with a sense 

of identity and continuity, thus promoting respect for cultural diversity and human creativity. 

The ‘Intangible Cultural Heritage’ is manifested inter alia in the following domains: 

(a) Oral traditions and expressions, including language as a vehicle of the intangible 

cultural heritage; 

(b) Performing arts; 

(c) Social practices, rituals and festive events; 

(d) Knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe; 

(e) Traditional craftsmanship. (UNESCO 2003a, Article 2) 

The ICH Opinions and Interim Procedures can be seen as the responses of the Chinese government to 

the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (UNESCO 2003a, Article 2). 

Chinese ICH documents are largely consistent with the guidance from UNESCO, especially in defining 

some crucial terms. 

Another significant aspect of the ICH Opinions and Interim Procedures is that, since they were drafted, 

a four-level (national, provincial, municipal, and county level) identification system of representative 

ICH items and ICH inheritance systems has taken shape, which has laid a foundation for a series of ICH 

inheritors identification projects (MC 2007, 2008, 2009, 2012b; MCT 2018a). The framework for 

safeguarding the nominated ICH items and inheritors consists of five aspects: 

(a) Documentation: establish files for the declared items by means of material collection, 

recording, classification, cataloging, etc.; 

(b) Preservation: keep an authentic, comprehensive and systematic record for the protected 

objects with approaches such as text, audio, video, and other digitalized methods; actively 

collect relevant physical objects, and store them in the relevant institutions; 

(c) Inheritance: ICH can be inherited through approaches such as social education and 

school education, and be carried forward as living cultural traditions in the relevant 

communities, especially among the youth;  
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(d) Publicity and communication: deepen the public’s understanding and promote the social 

sharing of the heritage through mass media and the Internet in occasions of festival 

activities, exhibitions, training and professional seminars;  

(e) Protection: take measures to ensure that the ICH and its intellectual property are well 

preserved, inherited and developed; protect the rights of the inheritors (groups); prevent the 

misunderstanding, distortion, and abuse of ICH resources; integral protection of villages 

and regions which preserve traditional culture well; communities and rural areas that have 

distinctive cultural features should be proclaimed as Folk Traditional Cultural Towns (learn 

from the Yunnan regulations). (GOSC 2005, Article 7) 

Instructed by the ICH Opinions and Interim Procedures, the Ministry of Culture (MC) made a 

nationwide inventory of Chinese ICH resources in 2005 (MCRPC 2005). In 2006, 2008, 2010, 2014, 

and 2020 the State Council separately announced five lists of national-level ICH items22; simultaneously, 

the categorization of ICH has also been crystalized through this process. The first list of national-level 

ICH items was categorized as follows:  

folk literature, folk music, folk dance, traditional drama, Quyi23, acrobatics & athletics, folk 

fine arts, traditional craftsmanship, traditional medicine, and folk customs (e.g., festive 

events, rituals, etiquette traditions). (SCPRC 2006)  

The second list of national-level ICH items replaced ‘folk’ ‘民间的’ with ‘traditional’ ‘传统的’ in 

naming some categories, such as replacing ‘folk music’, ‘folk dance’, ‘folk fine arts’ with ‘traditional 

music’, ‘traditional dance’, ‘traditional fine arts’. The ‘acrobatics & athletics’ was renamed as 

‘traditional sports, entertainment and acrobatics’ (SCPRC 2008). Since then, the third and fourth lists 

of national-level ICH items have uniformly adopted the ten categories of the second list (SCPRC 2010, 

2014). Correspondingly, in 2007, 2008, 2009, 2012, and 2018, MC respectively announced five batches 

of national-level representative inheritors of ICH (MC 2007, 2008, 2009, 2012b; MCT 2018a). At the 

regional level, from 2007 to 2010, many provinces (e.g., Shanxi, Ningxia, Anhui, Shaanxi, Hainan, 

Shanghai, Hunan, and Fujian) formulated regulations on the identification of provincial, municipal and 

county-level ICH inheritors. Thus, China’s ICH identification systems have gradually taken shape and 

been enforced at multiple levels. 

As Tan (2016) critiqued, the identification of ICH items and inheritors has changed from being 

‘government organized’ to ‘government arranged’ because regional governments see the number of 

nominated ICH items as an indicator of their political achievements (67). In the application of the new 

legislation, the ‘owner/host’ role of the ICH practitioners was slowly depleted by a set of ‘top-down 

                                                      
22 The nomination of the fifth list of national-level ICH items started in 2019 and the final result is yet to come out (as at 

October 2020). 
23 Quyi 曲艺 is a Chinese performance art consisting of narrative storytelling using staged monologues and dialogues. 
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official arrangements’ (Tan 2016, 67—8). Moreover, the establishment of the ICH identification system 

at the four levels (i.e., national, provincial, municipal, and county level) gave birth to a hierarchy of 

ICH’s ‘value’ (Tan 2016, 68), which violated the spirit of ‘equality’ of ICH emphasized in UNESCO 

documents. Establishing ICH identification systems according to the degree of urgency in safeguarding 

(e.g., three lists in accordance with the urgency: ‘Representative List of the ICH’, ‘List of ICH in Need 

of Urgent Safeguarding’, and ‘List of endangered ICH’), as Zhou (2012) has suggested, might be more 

ethical in practice.  

The Ministry of Finance made a specific budget for ICH affairs, and promulgated the Interim Provisions 

on the Management of Funds for the Protection of National Intangible Cultural Heritage 国家非物质

文化遗产保护专项资金管理暂行规定 in 2006 (MF&MC 2006). The fund allocation gave a special 

preference to Western China, which is economically undeveloped but rich in ethnic culture (MF&MC 

2006). The funds are divided into two major categories: ‘subsidies for ICH protection projects (保护项

目补助经费)’ and ‘organization and management funds (组织管理经费)’ (MF&MC 2006). This 

budget document signifies how ICH undertakings have become an essential agenda of national affairs. 

Since 2006, provincial-level regulations of ICH protection, such as the Regulations of Ningxia Hui 

Autonomous Region on the Protection of Intangible Cultural Heritage 宁夏回族自治区非物质文化遗

产保护条例 (hereafter Ningxia Regulations) (SCPC 2006), have uniformly utilized the term ‘intangible 

cultural heritage’. The Ningxia Regulations adopted the same definition of ICH as the Interim 

Procedures (2005), but supplemented a new qualifier: ‘with historical, cultural, artistic, and scientific 

value’. The categories of ICH as illustrated in the Ningxia Regulations were similar to those in the 

Interim Procedures (2005), but added one type that reflects the feature of Ningxia’s ICH resource: 

medicine knowledge and other traditional medical skills of the Hui ethnic minority (回族医术及其他

传统民间医术) (SCPC 2006, Article 3). Zhejiang province enacted similar regulations (to Ningxia’s) 

in 2007; Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region in 2008, and Guangdong province in 2011. Those regions 

that enacted Regulations on the Protection of Ethnic and Folk Traditional Culture before 2005, such as 

Yunnan, Guizhou, and Fujian, have gradually re-enacted Regulations on the Protection of Intangible 

Cultural Heritage since 2012. The re-enactment was an update of the former, aimed at creating a 

uniform usage in terminology and responding to national-level ICH legislation.    

In 2007, MC enacted Measures for the Administration of Icons (Logos) of Intangible Cultural Heritage 

in China 中国非物质文化遗产标识管理办法 to standardize the use and management of ICH logos at 

national and foreign events (MCRPC 2007). This legislative progress reflects a ‘standardization’ trend 

in China’s legislative and administrative systems around ICH safeguarding. 

The standardization issues on ICH have been extensively discussed in China (Wang 2015c; Wang 2015a; 

Li 2015; Hu 2018b; Liang 2019). Governmental agencies have committed to constructing and 
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popularizing the standards in Chinese ICH undertakings (Wang 2015c; Hu 2018b), because 

standardization is seen as a good way to manage ICH resources and practice (Liang 2019, 109—10). 

However, some scholars claim that ICH is changing in the process of inheritance and transmission, so 

it is improper to be rigid with ‘standards’ (Hu 2018b, 11). Particularly for those spiritual types of ICH, 

such as worship towards Chinese mythological figures, ‘standardized’ practice is impractical in regions 

that share the same type of worship but where there are local features and nuance (Li 2015). The 

accuracy and practicability of the ‘standards’ has been challenged, because those who set the standards 

are primarily researchers and government officers  few ICH practitioners in local communities 

participated in the formulation of the standards (Hu 2018b, 11).   

Scholars are also concerned that the standardization of ICH practice into written forms has risks in 

destroying the cultural connotation of heritage (Hu 2018b, 11). In my view, these standardized records 

are not bad attempts since they at least contain the core of the ICH. Some scholars confuse 

‘standardization’ with ‘homogenization’. Standardization does not mean ‘mindless duplication’ but 

depicts a bottom line for ‘authenticity’. However, it is not easy to make ‘standards’; the following 

questions need to be considered: 1) ICH is dynamic and evolving; so, what is the most representative 

part of ICH? And 2) Who sets standards? The standard-marker can largely affect the impact of standard 

implementation on craftsmanship. Now the standards are mostly established by researchers or 

governments, which has been criticized by some scholars (Wang 2015c; Hu 2018b). If the standards are 

set by ICH practitioners, the interests of individual practitioners will also impact the fairness of the 

standard. Hence, take the ICH of traditional craftsmanship as an example: I suggest adopting the rules 

and standards that are accumulated and acknowledged by the century-long craft practice.  

Throughout this period of more intensive focus on ICH (20052011), many regional governments (e.g., 

Guangdong, Shandong, and Fujian) enacted regulations for protecting certain types of ICH items, 

particularly ‘traditional arts and crafts 传统工艺美术’, as a response to the Regulations on the 

Protection of Traditional Arts and Crafts (1997) 传统工艺美术保护条例 in a regional sphere (Kang 

2012, 50). Kang (2012) has critiqued that the identification system of ‘Arts and Crafts masters’ may 

confuse the public about what the difference between these masters and ICH inheritors is, and whether 

these masters have obligations to transmit their craftsmanship.  

The specialized regulations safeguarding UNESCO-listed ICH items (e.g., ‘Kun Opera’ and ‘Uyghur 

Muqam of Xinjiang’) were enacted, covering every detail from archiving to inheritance and protection 

(XJCD 2010). ICH legislations came to re-emphasize intellectual property protection. In 2007, the 

Ministry of Commerce and Ministry of Culture announced the Notice of the Ministry of Commerce and 

Ministry of Culture on Strengthening the Protection of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of ‘Traditional 
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Brand (老字号)24’ (hereafter Notice) (MCs'RPC 2007). Holders of traditional economic businesses with 

time-honored brands can receive the same preferential treatment as ICH inheritors. However, legal 

measures on preventing infringement were absent in the Notice.  

The central government came to accentuate the importance of economic benefits in realizing the 

sustainable development of ICH. In 2009, Guidelines on Promoting the Integrative Development of 

Culture and Tourism 关于促进文化与旅游结合发展的指导意见 (hereafter Tourism Guidelines) were 

proposed to develop the ICH of performing arts and festive events into tourism performance programs, 

and design traditional craftsmanship as a tourism commodity (e.g., craft souvenirs) (MCRPC 2009).  

In the Tourism Guidelines, the Ministry of Culture and Tourism proposed to introduce private capital 

(including foreign capital) into the tourism market on the premise of displaying the original (or authentic) 

forms and characteristics of local ICH (MCRPC 2009). Cultural administrative departments advocated 

the creative production of tourism handicraft souvenirs in line with local cultural characteristics, so as 

to explore the brand value of tourism crafts (MCRPC 2009). Tourism departments actively created a 

favorable atmosphere to support the market of tourism handicrafts and gradually strengthened the 

influence of ICH commodities (MCRPC 2009). Moreover, producers of tourism handicrafts were 

encouraged to patent their innovative commodities as a way to protect the intellectual property of tourist 

handicrafts (MCRPC 2009).  

‘Production-based safeguarding’ has become a popular strategy extensively utilized in regional ICH-

safeguarding work. ‘Production-based Safeguarding’, as the name implies, is a practical paradigm that 

recommends embedding ICH safeguarding in the production, marketing, and sales of profitable cultural 

commodities. This is an innovative concept, because it goes beyond routine approaches, such as 

nomination and documentation, and makes the protection and transmission of ICH an active process.  

In 2010, the Ministry of Culture launched a pilot scheme to construct some ‘model bases’ to showcase 

safeguarding national-level ICH resources in production (MCRPC 2010), and released a milestone 

document, Guidelines on Strengthening the Production-based Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural 

Heritage, in 2012 (hereafter Production-based Safeguarding Guidelines) (MCPRC 2012). The 

Production-based Safeguarding Guidelines proposed to connect ICH safeguarding with daily activities. 

According to the Production-based Safeguarding Guidelines, the strategy of production-based 

safeguarding applies to several ICH domains, including traditional craftsmanship, traditional fine art, 

and traditional medicine (MCPRC 2012). This means that the state acknowledged different types of 

ICH have distinct features so their protection approaches should be different.  

The Production-based Safeguarding Guidelines have clarified the intention of the central government 

in standardizing the implementation of the ‘production-based safeguarding’ strategy (MCPRC 2012). 

                                                      
24 Traditional brand 老字号: time-honored brand of traditional handicrafts businesses inherited throughout generations. 
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This highlights that some practices previously were not ‘standardized’, or some regulations related to 

‘production-based safeguarding’ were not well enforced before.  

As the Production-based Safeguarding Guidelines stress, the premise of production-based safeguarding 

is maintaining the authenticity, integrity, and inheritance of ICH. However, the definition of 

‘authenticity’ is still unclear. The assessment of ‘authenticity’, according to the Production-based 

Safeguarding Guidelines, focuses on whether production activities protect ICH’s integrity  particularly 

the core techniques. Arbitrarily changing the traditional means of production, procedures of traditional 

techniques, and core techniques violates the principle of ‘authenticity’. However, to what extent does 

craft production utilizing alternative raw materials and mechanized techniques (or tools) belong to the 

category of ‘authentic’? How do we define the spectrum of ‘traditional’? There is no agreement as to 

the definitions of ‘authentic ICH craftsmanship’. Besides, some terms in the Production-based 

Safeguarding Guidelines are ambiguous. For instance, a sentence in the Production-based Safeguarding 

Guidelines states: ‘adopt the inheritance mechanism that conforms to the laws of intangible cultural 

heritage (original sentence:符合非物质文化遗产自身规律的传承机制)’ (MCPRC 2012). But what 

are ‘the laws of ICH’?  

The production-based safeguarding strategy intends to raise the enthusiasm of ICH practitioners to 

cultivate more successors (MCPRC 2012). However, the link between ‘production-based safeguarding’ 

and ‘ICH inheritance’, as described in the Production-based Safeguarding Guidelines, is not so logical. 

Profitable businesses involved in ICH production are essential to motivate more practitioners to join in. 

The government should put more effort into cultivating the market of ICH products, such as traditional 

crafts, fine arts, and medicine. The effort of the government in market cultivation seems neither evident 

nor optimistic, due to the inherent limitations of governmental participation in ICH undertakings, 

particularly the overemphasis on the social and cultural benefits. 

The state has imposed too many ‘glorious’ missions on ICH, such as cultural prosperity, improvement 

in public welfare, and regional economy development, as claimed in the Production-based Safeguarding 

Guidelines (MCPRC 2012). In this context, ICH businesses were required to be integrated into a 

regional plan (MCPRC 2012), meaning that the assessment of regional governments’ achievements has 

taken ICH production-based safeguarding as an indicator. On the one hand, the local government is 

forced to do something for ICH; on the other hand, the five-year term of regional government prevents 

‘the governors in the term’ from developing long-term protection strategies. Unfortunately, market 

cultivation is long-term work, but the system means regional governments pay less attention to this 

essential work. 

The Production-based Safeguarding Guidelines propose training projects and construct incentive 

mechanisms to cultivate inheritors (MCPRC 2012). The central government promised to reward those 

special contributors to ICH inheritance and sponsor ICH apprentices (MCPRC 2012). However, 
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implementation details about the incentive systems and talent-training projects are yet to be clarified, 

so regional governments rarely act on these incentives.  

In the Production-based Safeguarding Guidelines, the central government encouraged local enterprises 

to participate in the construction of ICH-related infrastructure (e.g., demonstration halls and training 

sites) (MCPRC 2012). The state has come to realize the importance of social forces’ involvement in 

ICH’s production-based safeguarding. However, this infrastructure just covers the needs of nominated 

inheritors rather than grassroots practitioners. For instance, poor transportation stops traditional 

craftsmanship in remote rural areas from spreading outside the area, but the local government does not 

tackle this due to the high cost of road construction. The involvement of non-governmental capital into 

ICH undertakings inevitably raises a conflict between ‘profit-oriented production’ and ‘protection-

oriented production’.  

In the Production-based Safeguarding Guidelines, the central government recognized the importance of 

maintaining good cultural atmosphere to sustain ICH. Locals are encouraged to continue practicing 

festive events and other cultural activities; however, following the shock of urbanization and 

industrialization, there are diverse needs of community members—especially the need to make a 

living—that should be resolved first. 

As seen in the Production-based Safeguarding Guidelines, the government has tried to help resolve the 

sale issues facing ICH commodities. ICH practitioners were advised to transform the functions, motifs, 

and designs of traditional crafts to satisfy the needs of contemporary consumers (MCPRC 2012). The 

government propagandized ICH inheritors’ craftwork in the media (e.g., newspapers, TV, and Internet) 

and promised to construct sale platforms. However, the so-called ‘sale platforms’ so far refer to 

exhibitions or fairs, and not sale channels directly from producers to consumers. 

In the Production-based Safeguarding Guidelines, the government envisaged several strategies for 

different types of ICH. For endangered ICH, the priority is rescue, documentation, and conservation. 

For ICH with good market potential that is yet to bring good economic benefits, the government 

proposed several cooperation patterns, such as ‘cooperation between ICH inheritors and pilot bases’, 

‘cooperation between ICH inheritors and associations’, and ‘cooperation between craft enterprises and 

rural households’. For ICH that yields considerable economic profit, the government encouraged 

practitioners to use original raw material and authentic and integral craftsmanship to produce high-value 

crafts. For ICH that has already achieved a degree of status (e.g., profits, reputation), the state has helped 

publicize this success and experience to other regions and practitioners. And, for the ICH that has been 

overexploited, destroying its authenticity and integrity, the state proposed to intervene and intensify 

regulation and supervision (MCPRC 2012). Moreover, the government proposed to establish various 

ICH-related associations, assigning them missions such as education, transmission, research, 

publication, propaganda, formulating standards (or norms) on raw materials and technique procedures, 
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and managing ICH-related industries  (MCPRC 2012). However, the gap between anticipation and 

reality cannot be underestimated. 

Through the above analysis of the Production-based Safeguarding Guidelines, we can sense the 

ambition of the Chinese government in managing ICH undertakings. However, the ‘overbroad’ 

proposals and the envisaged ‘rosy’ outcomes ignore some objective factors. Take the ICH domain of 

traditional craftsmanship as an example—there are real issues that ICH practitioners are confronted 

with that have not been considered by the government in its Production-based safeguarding Guidelines; 

for example, the exhaustion of ‘authentic’ raw material; the conflict between increasing cost and 

decreasing consumers; the destruction by alternative materials of crafts’ authenticity (Wang 2015b); and 

the unjustified competition in craft markets (Yang and Cao 2018).  

Through exploration and practice since the development stage in 2004, the first ICH-specific law in 

China, namely the Law of the People’s Republic of China on Intangible Cultural Heritage 中华人民

共和国非物质文化遗产法 (hereafter ICH Law), came out in 2011. The definition of ‘ICH’ was clearly 

stated in ICH Law: 

‘Intangible cultural heritage’ refers to the manifestation of various traditional cultures—as 

well as the physical objects and spaces associated therewith—that communities, groups and, 

in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage. This intangible cultural 

heritage is transmitted from generation to generation. 

(Original sentence: “本法所称非物质文化遗产是指各族人民世代相传并视为其文化遗

产组成部分的各种传统文化表现形式，以及与传统文化表现形式相关的实物和场

所。”) (SCNPC 2011, Article 2) 

Compared with the definition of ICH in the Interim Procedures (GOSC 2005, Articles 2&3), the ICH 

Law removed the qualifiers ‘closely related to the lives of the masses’ and ‘cultural space’, but added 

new qualifiers: ‘communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognized as part of their cultural 

heritage’ and ‘the physical objects and spaces associated’ (SCNPC 2011, Article 2). The new qualifiers 

are from the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (UNESCO 2003a, 

Article 2). In addition, in the ICH Law, materialized forms of craftsmanship (i.e., the physical objects) 

were also categorized into the ICH range, which leads to confusion about the distinction between 

‘physical objects’ of ICH and tangible heritage (e.g., antiques). 

The ICH Law expands the categorization based on UNESCO’s five domains (UNESCO 2003b). 

‘Intangible cultural heritage’ as mentioned in the ICH Law includes: 

(a) Traditional oral literature and the language which acts as its vehicle; 

(b) Traditional fine arts, calligraphy, music, dance, drama, Quyi and acrobatics; 
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(c) Traditional craftsmanship, knowledge concerning medicine and nature calendar; 

(d) Traditional folk customs about rituals and festive events; 

(e) Traditional sports and entertainment; 

(f) Other ICH. (SCNPC 2011, Article 2) 

The above categories (a)(e) of ICH (SCNPC 2011, Article 2) almost cover the ten categories of ICH 

uniformly used in the lists of national-level ICH items and inheritors; however, the categorization of 

ICH was criticized for its weak practicality (Li 2012b). All categories (a)–(f) (SCNPC 2011, Article 2) 

generally go to the first-level catalog without subdivision, which results in many problems in database 

construction and the digital management of ICH resources (Huang and Wang 2013, 168). Regarding 

this issue, I support the claim of Tan (2016, 71) that ‘the ICH category was not to cover all ICH types, 

but rather to extract the representatives of Chinese traditional culture on the basis of respecting cultural 

diversity’. 

Almost all content in the ICH Law can be sourced from the previous legislative documents. The fourth 

article, emphasizing the protection of the integrity, authenticity, and transmission of ICH, and the fifth 

article, prohibiting the distortion and abuse of ICH resources in utilization, have inherited the spirit of 

the ICH Opinions (2005). The sixth article, which gives preferential support to ethnic minorities and 

remote poverty-stricken areas, originates from the spirit of the Opinions on further strengthening the 

cultural work of ethnic minorities (2000) and the Yunnan Regulations (2000). The governance 

mechanism of ICH undertakings; the identification and nomination systems of ICH items and inheritors 

(including the rights and obligations of inheritors); the routine rescue, documentation and preservation; 

and the legal liability (mainly penalty terms) all have a solid foundation laid out by the ICH Opinions 

(2005), Interim Procedures (2005), and the provincial ICH regulations issued in 2006 (e.g., Regulations 

of Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region on the Protection of Intangible Cultural Heritage).  

Thus, ICH Law is not just the synthesis of previous legislative achievements on ICH undertakings, but 

also a periodic summary of China’s ICH safeguarding endeavor through the development stage 

(20052011). The ICH Law was acknowledged as a milestone in safeguarding Chinese ICH (Li 2011; 

Li 2012a), despite being accompanied by some criticism (Li 2011; Li 2012b; Huang and Wang 2013). 

For instance, Li (2011, 295—6) points out that some concepts in the ICH Law are hard to put into 

practice due to their vague expression in the law. 

3.6 Present Stage (2012 onwards)  

After 2012, China’s ICH-safeguarding work embraced a new ICH era, distinguished by the continuation 

of the routine work of the former stage as well as more innovative attempts at promoting and 

safeguarding ICH.  
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Between 2012 and 2019, 23 provinces (including Guizhou, Chongqing, Hubei, and Beijing) 

successively enacted provincial ICH-protection regulations (CICHDM 2019); however, these 

provincial regulations were criticized for using clauses taken directly from central ICH laws, with little 

consideration for local situations (Li 2018, 78).  

The identification system of ICH items and inheritors has continued as it was during the previous period. 

The fourth and fifth lists of national-level ICH representative inheritors were released in 2012 and 2018 

respectively (MC 2012b; MCT 2018a). In 2014, the fourth list of national-level ICH items came out. 

By the end of 2020, there were 3,482 nationally representative ICH items and 3068 national-level ICH 

representative inheritors. Among ten categories of ICH items, ‘traditional craftsmanship’ in ICH 

accounts for the largest proportion (CICHDM 2018).   

In 2006, China named the second Saturday of June ‘Cultural Heritage Day’, renamed ‘Cultural and 

Natural Heritage Day’ in 2016. Since then, in three of the five years between 2017 and 2021, the theme 

of the ‘Cultural and Natural Heritage Day’ has explicitly been on ICH (see Table 3.1).  

Table 3.1 Themes of Chinese Cultural Heritage Day (now Cultural and Natural Heritage Day) from 2006 

to 2020 

Year Themes Impact on ICH 

2006 Protect cultural heritage, safeguard spiritual home  

(保护文化遗产, 守护精神家园) 

Ideological impact 

2007 Protect cultural heritage, build a harmonious society  

(保护文化遗产, 构建和谐社会) 

Social impact 

2008 Everyone participates in cultural heritage protection, and 

the protection work benefits everyone  

(文化遗产人人保护,保护成果人人共享) 

Broader participation 

2009 Cultural heritage protection promotes scientific development  

(保护文化遗产促进科学发展) 

Involvement of science and technology 

2010 Cultural heritage is by my side (文化遗产在我身边) Broader participation 

2011 Cultural heritage and good life (文化遗产与美好生活) Social impact 

2012 Cultural heritage and cultural prosperity  

 (文化遗产与文化繁荣) 

Social and cultural impact 

2013 Cultural heritage and ‘all-round well-off society’  

(文化遗产与全面小康) 

Social impact 

2014 Make cultural heritage alive  

(让文化遗产活起来) 

Involvement of science and technology (digital 

archive); commodification of craftsmanship 

(mobilize ICH in forms of products); visualize 

craftsmanship in forms of performances 

2015 Protection of cultural heritage benefits everyone  

(保护成果全民共享) 

Broader participation 

2016 Integrate cultural heritage into modern life  

(让文化遗产融入现代生活) 

Cultivate consumers of ICH products 

(marketization of ICH) 

2017 Cultural heritage and ‘One Belt, One Road’  

(文化遗产与 “一带一路”) 

Political impact 

2018 Colorful ICH, a better life 

 (多彩非遗，美好生活) 

Connect ICH with quality of life 

2019 Safeguarding ICH with China’s practices 

(非遗保护，中国实践) 

Enliven the practice of ICH safeguarding 

2020 Cultural relics contribute to overall well-being 

 (文物赋彩全面小康) 

NA 

2021 People’s ICH, shared by people 

 (人民的非遗, 人民共享) 

Motivate the general public to participate in ICH 

safeguarding work; clarify the ownership of ICH 
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Source: the 20062020 themes come from https://baike.baidu.com by entering keywords ‘文化和自然遗产日’; 

the 2021 theme comes from http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2021-05/27/content_5613058.htm. 

The central government has increasingly advocated the involvement of science and technology in 

ICH-safeguarding work. In 2014, the Ministry of Culture established the Department of Network 

Security and Informatization (网络安全和信息化领导小组) as a preparation for carrying forward the 

subsequent National Cultural Resource Sharing Project (2015) 全国文化信息资源共享工程 

(hereafter Project) (MCPRC 2015). The digital archives and visualization of ICH in the Project not only 

benefit the transmission of ICH knowledge but also attract a larger number of, especially young, people.  

The central government has been active in popularizing ICH to the broader population (e.g., the themes 

of CCHD in 2008, 2010 and 2015), in particular rural residents. In 2012, the Ministry of Culture and 

Ministry of Finance issued the Public Electronic Reading Room Construction Projects 公共电子阅览

室建设计划 (hereafter Projects), aimed at providing juveniles, elderly people, migrant workers and the 

general populace accesses to cultural knowledge (MC&MF 2012). In the Projects, ICH came to be 

understood as shared knowledge. However, the management of those public electronic reading rooms, 

especially in grassroots governance units (e.g., village committees, urban residential committees), is 

problematic (Zhang 2014, 215—6; Yin 2014, 78). Grassroots units have to shoulder the expenditure of 

maintaining these reading rooms, which is a heavy financial burden (Zhang 2014, 216). Besides, these 

reading rooms generally only provide basic services, such as web browsing, without specific resources 

for readers to access due to copyright issues (Zhang 2014, 216).  

In 2013, the Ministry of Culture organized a series of volunteer activities at the grassroots level. These 

volunteers took part in cultural performances, popularized cultural and artistic knowledge, and 

conducted diverse cultural exhibitions in communities (MC&CCO 2013). In 2017, the Publicity 

Department, Ministry of Culture, and Ministry of Finance jointly issued the Implementation Plan of 

Popularizing Opera into the Countryside 戏曲进乡村的实施方案, which advocated organizing 

professional opera performance groups; opera experts, ICH inheritors and amateurs; and volunteer 

groups to the countryside in an effort to popularize Chinese traditional opera among rural residents 

(PD&MC&MF 2017). In these ways, the ICH of oral expressions reached a larger population, which 

cultivated some potential ICH practitioners (e.g., learners and audiences of traditional Chinese opera). 

Thus, popularizing opera in the countryside, to some extent, solved typical problems facing Chinese 

opera: infrastructure construction, audience cultivation, and performance platforms (Hu 2018a, 10—3).  

These strategies for public transmission (i.e., Public Electronic Reading Room Construction Projects 

and Popularizing Opera into the Countryside) demonstrate the government’s endeavors to rescue 

threatened ICH—especially oral expressions. From intellectual property protection at the development 

stage (20052011) (MCs'RPC 2007; XJCD 2010) to shared-knowledge popularization in the 

consolidation stage from 2012 onwards, attitudes of government authorities towards the ownership of 

https://baike.baidu.com/
http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2021-05/27/content_5613058.htm
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ICH have changed. The central government has recognized that sustainable ICH safeguarding requires 

‘transmission at both horizontal and vertical levels’ instead of merely protecting ICH resources and 

inheritors. 

This ‘broader participation’ involves various non-governmental stakeholders, such as volunteer 

organizations, research institutes, and university students. In 2012, the Ministry of Culture conducted 

the Spring Rain Project 春雨工程, assigning volunteers to help ethnic areas cultivate more grassroots 

cultural talent and digitalize local cultural knowledge (MCRPC 2012). In 2013, 2016 and 2018, the 

Ministry of Culture set up Art Programs of the National Social Science Foundation 国家社会科学基

金艺术学项目 to sponsor research into drama (including opera, puppets, shadow puppets, acrobatics 

and magic performance), traditional folk music and dance, fine art and crafts. In 2013, the Ministry of 

Culture held the 2nd National Traditional Chinese Opera Competition (Youth group)第二届全国青少

年戏曲比赛 (MC 2013b) to encourage the development of opera majors among Chinese universities 

and colleges. 

The realization of Make cultural heritage alive (2014) and Integrate cultural heritage into modern life 

(2016) (see table 3.1) largely resulted in a strategy of ‘production-based safeguarding’ (discussed 

previously). The central governmental budget allocated special funds for ICH safeguarding, to cover 

expenditure for routine administrative work of ICH undertakings and subsidies to nominated inheritors, 

as well as special funds allocated to various projects for ICH rescue and preservation (MFPRC 2012). 

However, ‘production-based safeguarding’ is yet to be included in the budget of ICH funds. In response, 

the Ministry of Culture published the Opinions on the Implementation of Encouraging and Guiding 

Nongovernmental Capital to Enter the Cultural Fields 关于鼓励和引导民间资本进入文化领域的实

施意见 (hereafter Capital Opinions) in 2012. Capital Opinions encouraged non-governmental capital 

to: 

(a) Invest in the construction of ICH infrastructure (e.g., museums, exhibition halls, training 

centers and other facilities related to cultural tourism); 

(b) Support the display of ICH skills to better publicize the cultural connotation and 

aesthetic value of ICH and its products; 

(c) Support the activities of ICH inheritors in innovating traditional skills, and promote the 

transformation of traditional products’ function and usage; 

(d) Establish foundations to fund the rescue of endangered ICH and to support 

representative ICH inheritors. (MC 2012a) 

The above appeals to nongovernmental capital principally target the protection, display, inheritance and 
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publicity of ICH. In return, the central government promised to actively coordinate with other 

departments to formulate preferential policies on taxation, loans, and land for private investors (MC 

2012a). Under this policy, cultural tourism sites that have a strong cultural atmosphere have become the 

main area of private capital’s investment in ICH. Since 2018, Introducing Intangible Cultural Heritage 

into Scenic Spots 非遗进景区 has become a trend that has spread nationwide, such as in Henan (Ma 

2019), Chongqing (Li and Wang 2018), and Jiangxi (JXPDCT 2019). However, Capital Opinions failed 

to address the main concerns of investors.   

In a forum that was themed Capital facilitates the development of ICH industry, Wu Tong, the vice 

president of Huaqiaocheng Tourism Investment Group 华侨城旅游投资集团, analyzed the main 

difficulties in developing contemporary ICH industries from the standpoint of investors (Wu 2019). 

According to Wu, the first concern of investors is how to translate ICH resources into profitable projects 

with good market prospects and fast returns. Although introducing ICH to tourist sites can enrich 

tourism attractions, provide more tourism consumption choices, and create platforms for the display 

and commodification of ICH, four features of ICH hold investors back (Wu 2019). Firstly, tourism 

development requires a good cluster of tourism resources and good infrastructure for tourist hospitality; 

however, ICH resources are small-scale and scattered, mostly in remote rural and ethnic regions. 

Secondly, ICH is closely linked with local features and practice—it is hard to transplant ICH to other 

areas without damaging its authenticity. This conflicts with the key feature of tourism products, because 

tourism commodities should be able to stimulate the consumption desire of the masses (not just locals) 

and be popularized in different regions. Thirdly, the low productivity of manual work prevents ICH 

from being a profitable industry. Lastly—and most importantly—the commodification of ICH is yet to 

be an ‘industry’. The features of an ‘industry’—such as a mature chain from production to consumption, 

interregional business connections, and a set of conventions applied to the whole industry—have not 

emerged in ICH-related activities. The current ICH economy still cannot provide investors with enough 

confidence that it is profitable (Wu 2019). The preferential policies listed in Capital Opinions (about 

taxation, loan, and land), do not address the above four concerns. So there exists a gap between investors’ 

concerns and governments’ conceptions.  

One of China’s most noticeable policy initiatives regarding ICH safeguarding in the 2010s was to 

integrate ICH safeguarding with economic development, with a focus on poverty alleviation. In 2016, 

UNESCO released the fourth edition of the Operational Directives for the Implementation of the 

Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Heritage. This new edition introduced a new section 

that articulated the link between ICH safeguarding and inclusive economic development. In particular, 

the revised Operational Directives encouraged the State Parties to ‘adopt appropriate legal, technical, 

administrative and financial measures, including tax incentives, to promote productive employment and 

decent work for communities, groups and individuals in the practice and transmission of their intangible 
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cultural heritage’. In the area of ICH safeguarding, the Chinese government soon combined UNESCO’s 

vision of ‘inclusive economic development’ with its existing agenda of targeted poverty alleviation. 

Since its establishment following the merge of the Ministry of Culture and the National Tourism 

Administration in 2018, the Ministry of Culture and Tourism has released a series of policy initiatives 

that aim to alleviate poverty through production-based ICH-safeguarding measures. In 2018, it laid out 

a plan to achieve targeted poverty alleviation through revitalizing traditional craftsmanship in 

impoverished regions. In the relevant official document, the ministry required provincial governments 

to build up platforms for the design, demonstration and sale of traditional crafts produced in 

impoverished regions (MCT 2018b; MCT&PADSC 2018). The ‘poverty alleviation + ICH’ mode25 

covers labour training, product design, and ICH product distribution. However, the actual effects of this 

model on alleviating poverty, developing regional handicraft industries, and reviving ICH are yet to be 

seen. As Liu (2019a) claimed, the ‘poverty alleviation + ICH’ mode has neither the mature concepts nor 

the mechanisms (e.g., mechanisms of market access, capital allocation, talent flow, and intellectual 

property protection) to support its practice (Liu 2019a, 92—3). 

In 2017, the ‘production-based safeguarding’ on the ‘traditional craftsmanship’ domain of ICH 

motivated the establishment of Revitalization Programs of Chinese Traditional Craftsmanship 中国传

统 工 艺 振 兴 计 划 (hereafter Revitalization Programs) (MC&MIIT&MF 2017). ‘Traditional 

craftsmanship’, as defined in Revitalization Programs, refers to manual skills inherited from ancient 

times that are the opposite of the techniques used in modern mechanized production. The Revitalization 

Programs embrace some innovative notions, such as ‘catalogues of traditional craft revitalization’, 

‘cultivation of ICH inheritance groups’, ‘brand effect’, ‘crafts e-commerce’, and ‘ecological craft 

production’ 26  (MC&MIIT&MF 2017). The Revitalization Programs can be seen as the strategic 

deployment of the coming focused protection of Chinese craftsmanship (Zeng 2017). The government 

considers ‘craftsmanship’ from the perspective of ‘industry’—but as for the effect in practice, we will 

have to wait to see.  

By this stage, the cultivation of ICH talents is moving towards ‘professional’ and ‘scientific’. From 

2015, the Professional Training Program of Chinese Intangible Cultural Heritage Inheritors 中国非物

质文化遗产传承人群研修研习培训计划 (hereafter Training Program) was initiated by the Ministry 

of Culture and Ministry of Education. The Training Program targets the ICH of traditional craftsmanship, 

                                                      
25 ‘Poverty alleviation + ICH’ mode is operated in four steps: Firstly, the central government supports the establishment of a 

batch of craftsmanship workshops in impoverished regions (mainly western ethnic minority regions). Secondly, the local 

government organizes for low-income families to learn craftsmanship in workshops. Thirdly, the central government organizes 

a professional team consisting of designers, experts, scholars and ICH inheritors to help design local craft products to better 

meet contemporary demands (MCT 2018b). Fourthly, the central government helps to build a platform connecting e-commerce 

enterprises with local crafts workshops, and exhibits these crafts in various national exhibitions and fairs to attract more orders. 
26 Ecological craft production means that the craft production utilizes green raw material and improve the steps that may cause 

environment pollution to be environment-friendly. 
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covering textile spinning, dyeing, weaving, embroidery, ceramic firing, metal craftsmanship, sculpture, 

lacquer art, architectural construction, furniture and woodwork, painting, clothing making, traditional 

paper making, brush and inkstone making, and other traditional craft projects (MC 2017). Trainees of 

the Training Program come from three sources: the ICH inheritors listed in national, provincial, 

municipal, and county ICH inventories; craftspeople who rely on the production (or performance) of 

the nominated ICH items to make a living; and managers and designers from the relevant, small-scale 

ICH enterprises and workshops (MC 2017). Three types of training were designed for different levels 

of ICH practitioners:  

(a) The ‘Advanced Training (AT) 研修’ is mainly for the nominated ICH inheritors at all 

levels and other practitioners with equivalent level of skills, as well as the core designers 

and managers of ICH enterprises, workshops and cooperatives. Arts and crafts professors 

in universities conduct the AT. Through professional theoretical study, case study and 

creative practice, AT aims to help trainees enrich the variety of subjects in creation, solve 

technological problems, and expand the application options of their craftsmanship. 

(b) The ‘Practical Training (PT) 研习’ targets young and middle-aged ICH inheritors who 

received higher education and have certain abilities in research, design, and creation. PT is 

conducted in university laboratories and enterprises’ design departments, for broadening 

trainees’ artistic and craft abilities by using external influences and technology to overcome 

problems in craft production. 

(c) The ‘Beginner Training (BT) 普及培训’ targets apprentices and beginners of traditional 

craftsmanship. Teaching staff in colleges and universities are entrusted by the government 

to help trainees cultivate the basic aesthetic appreciation abilities, broaden their horizons 

and craftsmanship knowledge, and improve their learning and inheritance ability. 

(MC&ME 2015; MC 2017; MCT&ME&MHRSS 2018) 

The fact that universities undertake the three types of training as introduced above reflects an emphasis 

on theoretical knowledge as well as artistic and aesthetic abilities in contemporary ICH talent cultivation. 

These knowledge and abilities are likely to be what craftspeople lack. The term kua-jie (跨界)—

‘crossover’—is frequently referred to in the Training Program. It encourages craftspeople to combine 

two elements (e.g., traditional textile craftsmanship and modern fashion design) to make their crafts 

more appealing. This is a strategy for exploring new markets for ICH commodities when traditional 

craft markets have slumped. Most grassroots artisans are not considered in these training programs. 

Yang (2018) proposed to establish a national education system of ICH vocational diplomas and 

certification to broaden the cultivation of ICH practitioners via formal education. 

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has become a hot issue in China’s cultural heritage since 2013, but 
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is yet to bring practical help to ICH’s development (MC 2016). Nevertheless, the political environment 

at this stage is good for China’s cultural industries. Beneficial policies such as BRI bring huge potential 

for Chinese ICH safeguarding and sustainable development in the near term at least (Zhang 2019) 

3.7 The Achievements and Inherent Problems in China’s 

ICH-Safeguarding Endeavor 

As systematically reviewed in this chapter, a series of ICH-safeguarding endeavor had existed in China 

long before the country joined the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 

in 2004. However, systemic legislative and policy endeavor for ICH safeguarding in China took off 

after the government adopted UNESCO’s notion of ICH in its official discourse in the mid-2000s. 

Following the State Council’s 2005 foundational documents, a series of specialized measures were 

introduced and implemented nationwide, primarily initiated by the then Ministry of Culture in China’s 

central government. Meanwhile, various levels of local authorities also created localized ICH 

legislations by adopting or adapting the nationwide measures. Finally, the promulgation of the ICH Law 

in 2011 marked the completion of the key structuring piece of China’s multilayered legislation 

framework for ICH safeguarding. 

The 2010s witnessed the rise of the ‘production-based ICH safeguarding’ paradigm in China. The 

paradigm explicitly links ICH safeguarding with economic development. Guided by this paradigm, 

China combined UNESCO’s notion of ‘inclusive economic development’ with its own ‘targeted poverty 

alleviation’ agenda, launching multiple practice-based policy initiatives to tackle the country’s poverty 

issues. In addition, the Ministry of Culture and Tourism and its preceding ministries also launched a 

wide range of policy initiatives to raise public awareness and create support ford ICH safeguarding. 

Since the mid-2010s, more sophisticate policy initiatives have also emerged in some ICH areas; 

primarily those deemed as more suitable for production-based ICH safeguarding, such as traditional 

craftsmanship. 

China’s achievements in ICH safeguarding in the first score years of the 21st century are significant in 

many aspects. Substantial lists of ICH items and inventories of ICH inheritors have been created at the 

national, provincial, municipal- and county levels and, in many cases, they are managed professionally 

and updated regularly. Various levels of government have made sizable public investigations into 

documenting, safeguarding, and developing ICH. Multiple initiatives have been implemented to identify, 

cultivate, and empower ICH inheritors. The concept and practices of ICH safeguarding have been 

widely accepted in both the official and the popular discourses. Above all, China has established a 

multilayered legislative framework that makes ICH safeguarding a standing area of governance. 

Considering that the notion of ICH safeguarding was mostly absent in China until the mid-2000s, these 

achievements are impressive. 
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Despite these impressive achievements, China’s legislative and policy endeavor for safeguarding ICH 

is hampered by several significant challenges inherent to its state-centric nature. Different types of ICH 

have distinct appeals and problems regarding development and safeguarding issues. Some categories of 

ICH, such as traditional craftsmanship, have significant economic weight. While other types of ICH, 

such as oral traditions and expressions, performing arts, and rituals and festive events have strong 

cultural attributes. When safeguarding ICH resources, government agencies tend to highlight their 

‘cultural attributes’. Even though in recent years traditional craftsmanship has been considered from the 

perspective of the ‘craft industry’ (MC&MIIT&MF 2017; MCT&ME&MHRSS 2018), the practicality 

of these governmental programs or regulations is barely satisfactory in practice. Without grounding the 

measures in specific features of ICH as well as specific contexts, some underlying problems cannot be 

resolved. For example, issues such as how craftspeople make a living through producing traditional 

crafts in contemporary society, and how to prevent the hollowing-out problem in ethnic communities 

are still challenging the survival of craftsmanship ICH and community-embedded ICH.  

My research focuses on the ICH of traditional craftsmanship, grounded in three cases in China to look 

at the conservation of intangible heritage craft production in the context of economic development. 

Jingdezhen is a good case to consider how the ‘production-based safeguarding’ strategy facilitates the 

revival and transmission of porcelain craftsmanship (see Chapter 4). Ganzhou is a representative case 

to explore how community-grounded craftsmanship is developing in contemporary ethnic regions in 

China (see Chapter 5). The third case, Xidi, is a world cultural heritage site that has been developing 

tourism since 1986. Xidi is a suitable case to investigate to what extent the ‘ICH + Tourism’ mode works 

in reviving traditional craftsmanship (see Chapter 6). 
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Chapter 4 Craft Production in an Industrial 

Context: Jingdezhen Case Study 

4.1 Introduction 

With an understanding of the legislative and administrative context of ICH in China in mind, I will now 

summarize the specific findings from my three case studies. This chapter focuses on Jingdezhen 景德

镇 and considers how porcelain production has been changing there since the 1930s. I explore whether 

changes in production since this time pose any threat to the transmission of porcelain craftsmanship. 

This will provide the basis for a comparative analysis with other forms of craft production in other 

regions (Chapters 5 and 6). 

Porcelain manufacture is a vital part of China’s traditional handicraft industries. Jingdezhen, a city in 

northeastern Jiangxi Province (see Figure 4.1), is known as China’s ‘Porcelain Capital’ (UNESCO, 

2018). Since the 1200s, Jingdezhen has been a center for national and international commercial 

exchange, with porcelain being traded to Eurasia via the Silk Road (Garner 1970; Chen 1996b, 335; Ye 

2005b). Jingdezhen’s porcelain export industry flourished throughout the Yuan, Ming and Qing 

dynasties, making it the most renowned ceramic production center in the country, and even worldwide 

(Shen 1985, 118—26). Jingdezhen porcelains have been found in many archaeological sites and have 

been curated in museums around the world (Chen 1996b, 335—6; Ye 2005b, 22—3).    

 

Figure 4.1 Geographic location of Jingdezhen 

Source: Google Maps 
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Historically, Jingdezhen’s private porcelain manufacturing was, in most cases, dispersed among small 

workshops (Lan 1815; Jiang 1936; Wu 1959). In the 1950s, like in many other places throughout China, 

Jingdezhen witnessed a rapid wave of socialist reform of its traditional workshops. Between 1953 and 

1957, over 2,500 private porcelain workshops in Jingdezhen were gradually transformed into 19 

factories under so-called ‘jointed stateprivate ownership’ 公私合营, and 31 cooperatives 合作社 

(Huang 2017). In 1965, the local Jingdezhen authority further merged these factories and cooperatives 

according to their manufacturing specialties, forming ten flagship porcelain factories owned entirely by 

the state (Wang 2014). Many parts of China were subjected to market-oriented economic reforms in the 

late 1970s (Eatwell, Milgate, and Newman 1990, 16). Jingdezhen’s state-owned porcelain factories 

(SOPFs), however, remained impervious to this and stayed in state ownership until the mid-1990s, when 

China’s central government launched nationwide reform to transform SOEs into ‘modern corporations’ 

(Putterman and Dong 2000, 403). In 1995, the local Jingdezhen authority took a ‘shock therapy’ 

approach and closed down the ten SOPFs almost overnight, over concerns about their extensive 

liabilities (Jiang 2012). Around 60,000 SOPF employees were made redundant, and the porcelain 

manufacture system that Jingdezhen had established under the centrally planned economy was largely 

dismantled (Xiong 2012).  

In today’s Jingdezhen, porcelain production is continuing. Most porcelains are manufactured in private 

workshops and small factories run by former SOPF employees. Jingdezhen is also exploring new 

approaches to perpetuate its porcelain heritage and has received recognition from UNESCO and the 

Chinese central government (UNESCO 2018a, 29; XinhuaNet 2019). For instance, in 2017, the 

Jingdezhen Ceramic Industry Museum Taoxichuan 陶溪川, built at the Cosmic Porcelain Factory27 site, 

was awarded the UNESCO Award for New Design in Heritage Contexts. Respecting the original layout 

and scale of the former factory, this museum creates a modern artistic-porcelain manufacture space that 

allows artists to gather and work on their innovative creations.  

Jingdezhen has abundant porcelain cultural heritage. The tangible heritage includes historically well-

known porcelain production sites (e.g., kiln sites), ancient docks that transported porcelain wares, and 

a series of cultural relics related to the imperial production history in Jingdezhen, all of which provide 

concrete evidence of a relatively integrated industrial system of porcelain manufacture in ancient 

Jingdezhen. The intangible heritage covers the porcelain craftsmanship, regulations of trade 

associations (e.g., guild), customs or rites, and other aspects of inherited cultural knowledge concerning 

porcelain production and trades.  

The continuous porcelain production as well as the rich cultural heritage make Jingdezhen a perfect 

case to investigate how the heritage of porcelain production has changed from the past to the present. 

                                                      
27 The Cosmic Porcelain Factory is mid-twentieth-century, streamlined, modern industrial architecture. It belongs to one of 

the ten flagship SOPFs. 
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Following this introduction, this chapter first introduces my fieldwork in Jingdezhen and presents how 

I processed and coded the data I collected during my fieldwork. Then I elaborate the coding results that 

reveal the changes in production, sales, and craftsmanship transmission in different periods of 

Jingdezhen’s porcelain manufacture. Finally, I discuss the materialization, commodification, and 

transmission of craftsmanship in the industrial context of the Jingdezhen case. 

4.2 Fieldwork in Jingdezhen 

4.2.1 Preparation for Fieldwork 

Thanks to its long heritage of porcelain production, Jingdezhen has many porcelain practitioners in 

various age groups. Some elder artisans have experiences of porcelain production extending back to the 

1930s or earlier. This enabled me to collect first-hand material about Jingdezhen’s porcelain production 

and craftsmanship transmission covering at least four generations through interviews. Obtaining these 

data makes it easier to identify how porcelain production is changing and whether this poses a threat to 

any aspect of the ICH of porcelain production.  

My identity as a Jingdezhen native helped me to gain easier access to respondents. My family contains 

typical porcelain practitioners who have solid social networks in Jingdezhen’s porcelain industry. It is 

difficult to access a large number of respondents in qualitative fieldwork, and the personal relationships 

and recommendations of my family members were vital in allowing me to engage with as many research 

participants as possible. This proved advantageous not only in the quantity of respondents but also in 

their quality, in that participants introduced by my acquaintances tended to express their opinions with 

fewer reservations. Most Jingdezhen natives, especially the older generation, principally speak the 

Jingdezhen dialect. My local language knowledge enabled me to access even these elder interviewees; 

more importantly, being able to hold my research conversations in the local dialect put my older 

interviewees at ease. I sought transcription assistance from my grandmother when I interviewed an 

80-year-old porcelain artisan who only spoke the Fuzhou dialect. Overall, I had neither language 

barriers nor interviewee accessibility problems during my fieldwork in Jingdezhen. 

Before undertaking my fieldwork, I applied for and obtained Human Research Ethics Approval. I 

proposed to work with four types of interviewees: artisans (including masters and apprentices), craft 

sellers (i.e., craft shop owners and salespeople), craft buyers, and the local government. After 

discussions with my supervisors, I chose to conduct free-flowing, discursive interviews loosely 

structured around a set of prepared but optional questions (Appendix 1). After confirming the interview 

details, I entrusted case study coordinators (i.e., my parents) to make appointments with available 

interviewees. To ensure that all of my participants were fully informed of the purpose of my research, I 

sent a local-language Participant Information Sheet to each case study coordinator before requesting 
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that potential participants accept my interview request.  

4.2.2 Fieldwork Details 

Materials Collection 

From 1525 September and 3031 October 2018, I interviewed 33 respondents in Jingdezhen, including 

retired SOPF workers, contemporary artisans and apprentices, owners and salespeople of porcelain 

shops, customers of porcelain products, owners and general managers of contemporary porcelain 

factories, and other practitioners in the porcelain field. I collected audio records of 30 interviews, 108 

pictures, and 38 videos. The pictures and videos were mainly about porcelain wares, the layout of 

workplaces and craft shops, production equipment, and the process of porcelain production. Only three 

interviewees asked not to be audiotaped and I took written notes for these three interviews. All 

participants signed my Participant Consent Forms.  

Table 4.1 shows the de-identified codes of my interviewees’ names. Since a few interviewees are multi-

identity, the corresponding code names have new forms. For example, ‘JG14’ means the interviewee 

belongs to both groups 1 and 4. Similarly, ‘JG134’ means the interviewee belongs to groups 1, 3 and 4. 

Table 4.1 De-identified coding for interviewees in Jingdezhen case study 

Group of interviewees 
De-identified code 

names 

Effective 

number 

Group of 

interviewees 

De-identified code 

names 

Effective 

number 

Group 1: Artisans1 or 

masters 

JG1_XZQ2 

12 
Group 4: Laid-off 

SOPF workers 

JG4_ZGY 

14 

JG14_XJC JG14_XJC 

JG14_WY JG45_LBZ 

JG14_Ms Wang JG45_JHS 

JG134_ Ms Nie JG14_WY 

JG14_ Master Qiu JG14_Ms Wang 

JG1_FHZ JG134_ Ms Nie 

JG14_Master Kang JG14_ Master Qiu 

JG1_Ms Kang JG34_WFK 

JG14_YJY JG14_Master Kang 

JG14_Master X3 JG14_YJY 

JG14_WXR JG14_Master X 

Group 2: Apprentices 

JG2_Mr Feng 

3 

JG14_WXR 

JG2_FJM JG34_SGDM 

JG2_XHR Group 5: Owners or 

general managers of 

private porcelain 

factories 

JG45_LBZ 

2 

Group 3: Craft shop 

owners or salespeople 

JG3_LSH 

7 

JG45_JHS 

JG3_ Mr Zhu Group 6: Officials JG6_FJW 1 

JG134_ Ms Nie 

Group 7: Craft 

customers 

JG7_ Ms Liang 

4 
JG34_WFK JG7_HZL 

JG34_SGDM JG7_ Student Ye 

JG3_CCK JG7_Student Chen 

JG3_LLJ 

Group 8:  Others 

JG8_ZY 

4 
JG8_XYT 

JG8_TYB 

JG8_Mr Xu 

Notes (see over page):   
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1- Artisans may work for private workshops or have set up their own workshops. 

2- In ‘JG1_XZQ’, ‘J’ refers to Jingdezhen, ‘G1’ refers to ‘Group 1’, ‘XZQ’ is the acronym of the 

interviewee’s name. 

3- Master X is an artisan who makes a living by producing sculptures of Chairman Mao. I use ‘X’ to show 

the anonymity because of his reluctance to be named. 

When conducting interviews with elder artisans, I found that most of them were former workers of 

SOPFs that were founded in the 1950s60s. They described many interesting SOPF experiences. The 

SOPF period in the 1950s90s is so significant in Jingdezhen’s porcelain history that it encouraged me 

to investigate how porcelain ICH was utilized in such a setting, and how the centrally planned factory 

mode of production influenced the transmission of porcelain skills. I created Group 4 to collect together 

the experiences of those laid-off SOPF workers.  

Group 5 is also distinctive because it represents modern industrial porcelain production, which is highly 

divergent in most ways from traditional production units (i.e., private workshops). Interviewees of 

Group 8 are those who did not fall into my major interview categories: an artist, the deputy director of 

a ceramic research institute in Jingdezhen, the director of an ICH administrative department in 

Jingdezhen, a knowledgeable informant, and a photographer. Despite not directly engaging in porcelain 

production, they provided innovative perspectives on the utilization of porcelain ICH and supplemented 

my knowledge of certain historical periods.  

I failed to access an adequate number of respondents who purchased porcelain because of the slumped 

market at the time of my interviews. On the day I visited the Guomao 国贸, one of the most popular 

porcelain markets in Jingdezhen, its depressing atmosphere demonstrated a certain stagnancy of the 

porcelain economy in contemporary Jingdezhen. Customers were generally cautious, and some were 

even hostile to my request for a quick interview. Though I planned to interview customers of various 

porcelain products, in this fieldwork I only accessed four customers, who were purchasing innovative 

modern trinkets or utilitarian household wares. 

I planned to collect archival materials about the nineteenth-century history of Jingdezhen’s porcelain 

production; however, I had no access to these official archives because the responsible department was 

not open to the public. Participant JG14_XJC said that he stored many useful materials that recorded 

porcelain manufacture in the state-owned porcelain factory in which he worked. Unfortunately, these 

materials were all damaged by several severe floods. So, for this research, I focused on the memories 

of my elder interviewees, especially from the laid-off SOPF workers, to gain insights into major changes 

in the porcelain industry over the last century. That is why I have 14 interviewees belonging to Group 

4 (see Table 4.1). Through much effort, I was able to collect valuable SOPF-related written materials 

and old pictures from my interviewees; for instance, with the consent of JG14_WXR, I scanned a copy 

of his title application material written in the 1970s.  
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The Interviewees 

As shown in the column ‘(Introduced by) whom’ in Appendix 2, interviewees were mainly identified 

through my case study coordinators, encounters by chance, and the snowball effect. Most interviewees 

were pre-appointed by my case study coordinators before my arrival in Jingdezhen. Among them, 

JG1_XZQ and JG2_XHR are from the younger generation of neighbors in my village. Because they 

failed their College Entrance Examination when they finished high school, they were sent to porcelain 

workshops by their parents. This is common practice in my village and even in the broader area. A small 

group of interviewees were encountered by chance; for instance, when I visited the porcelain studio of 

Master Feng Xiang, a renowned female porcelain artist in Jiangxi specializing in on-glaze painting lotus 

and Buddhist figures, I found that JG2_Mr Feng, who showed me around, exactly fit the requirements 

for my interviewees. I invited him to an interview and he happily agreed. All of the interviewed craft 

customers also belong to the type ‘encounter by chance’. A few interviewees came from the snowball 

method; that is, interviewees suggested I interview their acquaintances, which helped to broaden my 

list of interviewees.  

Many interviewees were interested in my project, hoping that this research would identify and shed 

light on the plight they were facing. Some interviewees conveyed their specific needs in my interviews 

and encouraged me to ‘send’ these needs to the government. Most of them—especially some well-

educated practitioners (e.g., ICH inheritors, artist, official, photographer), young and elder artisans—

were friendly and were enthusiastic to participate in this research. Nonetheless, a few middle-aged 

grassroots artisans showed indifference to this kind of investigation. They were wary of visits by 

strangers and of in-depth conversations. They complained that the voices from grassroots porcelain 

practitioners were seldom heard by upper governmental leaders. They asserted that this communication 

barrier had led many details of specific ICH safeguarding work being overlooked. Even so, I still tried 

to convince them to participate in this research by using courtesy, my local identity, and by explaining 

the significance of this research. As Appendix 2 shows, to make interviewees feel more comfortable, I 

worked according to times most convenient to them and conducted interviews in the place of their 

choosing, such as their workshops, creation studios, workplaces, shops, factories, or even their home.  

In China, it is sensitive to require a signature from others, because signatures generally relate to 

commercial activities (e.g., bank business) or the handling of public affairs (e.g., ID card application). 

Quite a few interviewees preferred to offer verbal consent, and only those interviewees who have a 

close relationship with me provided signed consent. Among my interviewees, JG14_WXR, JG14_WY, 

JG1_XZQ, JG8_XYT, and JG3_LSH consented for me to use their real full name in this research, 

however, for sake of privacy protection, I still de-identified them as shown in Table 4.1. Eleven 

interviewees asked not to be photographed and/or videotaped, as the column ‘consent type’ of Appendix 

2 shows. For these people, I took detailed notes of our conversations, and they consented to allow me 
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to use these notes for my research.   

Though I tried to balance the gender distribution, there are only nine female interviewees among all 33 

people (see Appendix 3). The age distribution is balanced. There are nine interviewees aged 1829, 

three aged 3039, seven aged 4049, nine in aged 5059, three aged 6069, and two aged over 80.  

Among 33 interviewees, almost half (16 interviewees) are truly local  that is, both their birthplace and 

ancestral home are in Jingdezhen (see Appendix 3). JG14_XJC, JG14_YJY, and JG4_ZGY are the 

offspring of non-local families  their parental generation or grandparents’ generation moved to 

Jingdezhen and settled there. Except for the group of craft customers, ten interviewees were non-local 

porcelain practitioners, meaning that neither their birthplace nor ancestral home is in Jingdezhen. They 

are called ‘Jingpiao 景漂’ meaning that they are non-locals who have relocated to Jingdezhen seeking 

a better career in the porcelain field.  

The Interviews 

All my interviews were free-flowing conversations structured by a set of pre-prepared interview 

questions (see Appendix 1). Whenever something of specific interest came up, I followed this up rather 

than sticking rigidly to a fixed format. Many interviewees offered fascinating contributions (see 

Appendix 2) that allowed me to discover more valuable topics around the overarching themes of my 

research. 

In Appendix 2, the column ‘Highlights expressed in interviews’, provides a list of keywords of 

important discussions raised, such as ‘apprenticeship’, ‘transmission’, ‘value’, ‘production and market’, 

‘government’, ‘practitioners’, ‘SOPF’, and ‘customers’. The content covers the private porcelain 

workshops in the 1940s, SOPF from the 1950s90s, and diversified individual porcelain businesses in 

the 21st century. Diverse narratives of porcelain production, the market, and skills teaching and learning 

from the past to the present combined to provide an excellent cumulative overview of how and why 

things have changed. More importantly, this historical perspective highlights a range of contemporary 

issues, including the modern features of craftsmanship transmission, porcelain-related career plans for 

the young generation, some reasons for the decline of the ICH of traditional porcelain, and issues 

concerning the future of porcelain production. 

4.3 Data Processing and Coding  

The transcription and translation of 30 audio records, three interview notes, 108 pictures and 38 videos 

took me about 100 hours. This represents the sum of all materials collected during my fieldwork in 

Jingdezhen.  
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Assisted by NVivo and guided by the coding strategies introduced in Chapter 1, I manually coded all 

transcribed/translated texts into 2917 initial codes. Following the focused coding strategy, I sifted 

through all 2917 initial codes and sorted the codes that had greatest heuristic value into 11 categories: 

these are  ‘Private workshops’, ‘Porcelain production in Jingdezhen before 1949’, ‘Guanxi 关系’, 

‘Historical background’, ‘Nonlocal craftspeople in Jingdezhen’, ‘SOPFs’, ‘Craftsmanship 

transmission’, ‘Current porcelain markets’, ‘Current porcelain production’, ‘Jingdezhen Porcelain’, and 

‘Government work’. 

The focused coding results divided into three distinctive time segments: ‘the porcelain industry before 

1949’, ‘state-owned porcelain factories’, and ‘current production and sales’. This prompted me to form 

three axes—the pre-SOPF era (1930s40s), the SOPF era (1950s90s), and the post-SOPF era 

(2000snow)—to guide my categorization in the next level of axial coding. 

As Table 4.2 shows, around the two themes of this research (craft production and craftsmanship 

transmission), my coding categorization divided into three main axes.  
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Table 4.2 Multi-layered axial coding by reorganizing the categories of focused coding (Jingdezhen case 

study) 

Axial coding Corresponding categories of 

focused coding Categories  Subcategories Third-layer subcategories 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pre-SOPF 

era 

Porcelain production Item classification Private workshops (before 1949) 

Guild regulations Private workshops (before 1949) 

Porcelain production in Jingdezhen 

before 1949 

Bang network Porcelain production in Jingdezhen 

before 1949 

Guanxi 

Historical background (before 1949) 

Apprenticeship Guild’s regulations on apprentice 

enrolment 

Private workshops (before 1949) 

Porcelain production in Jingdezhen 

before 1949 

Nonlocal craftspeople in Jingdezhen 

Guanxi 

Historical background (before 1949) 

Teaching and learning 

Apprentices as low-cost laborers 

Master-and-apprentice relationship 

Bang network affected apprenticeship  

 

 

 

 

 

SOPF era 

Industrial systems Historical background Historical background (1950s90s) 

SOPFs 

Craftsmanship transmission 

Factory craftsmanship transmission 

system 

Factory production system 

Factory commodities distribution 

Breakthrough in craftsmanship 

Labor structure Laborer recruitment Guanxi 

Historical background (1950s90s) 

Opportunities and benefits for craft practitioners Guanxi 

SOPFs 

Historical background (1950s90s) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Post-SOPF 

era 

 

 

Evolution of the 

porcelain industry in 

the 21st century in 

Jingdezhen 

Stage 1Initial exploration Historical background (in the 21st 

century) 

Current porcelain markets 

Current porcelain production 

Stage 2Booming development 

Stage 3Transformation and 

opportunities 

Prediction 

Contemporary 

porcelain production 

Product types Jingdezhen Porcelain 

Current porcelain markets 

Current porcelain production 

Patterns of porcelain production and 

sales 

Private workshops (in the 21st 

century) 

Nonlocal craftspeople in Jingdezhen 

Current porcelain markets 

Current porcelain production 

Contemporary 

transmission of 

porcelain craftsmanship 

Professional academic teaching 

(PAT) 

Craftsmanship transmission 

Guanxi 

Nonlocal craftspeople in Jingdezhen Conventional apprenticeship 

Jingdezhen Ceramic Institute talent 

cultivation 

Government’s role in 

safeguarding porcelain 

craftsmanship 

Guidelines  

Government work Strategies 

Emphasis 

Future plans 

4.4 Coding Results 

4.4.1 Pre-SOPF Era (1930s1940s) 

The material in this section principally derives from my interview with JG14_XJC, who was born in 

1938 and began his apprenticeship in a private porcelain workshop at the age of 7. 
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Porcelain Production 

During this period, well-classified porcelain categories, guild regulations and bang networks played 

crucial roles in Jingdezhen’s porcelain industries (porcelain craftspeople from the same region 

traditionally united together to form an informal community called bang 帮). The whole porcelain 

industry in Jingdezhen followed ancient, inherited rules, such as the traditional porcelain classification 

system that consists of Yuan 圆器 and Zhuo wares 琢器.28 Guild regulations strictly controlled almost 

every aspect of porcelain manufacture, sales, and apprenticeship. To some extent, these regulations 

helped maintain the order of Jingdezhen’s porcelain industry, such as avoiding overproduction and the 

chaotic distribution of laborers.  

In many aspects, the Jingdezhen bangs were similar to the guilds in medieval European cities. The 

members of each bang formed regular collaborations in production, arranged apprenticeships and took 

collective actions to pursue common interests (JG14_XJC, JG14_WXR, JG14_YJY, JG4_ZGY, 

JG14_Master Kang). Before 1949, bangs existed in all areas of porcelain production in Jingdezhen. As 

JG14_XJC informed me, “Yuan-ware craftspeople were principally from Duchang 都昌, while 

Fengcheng 丰城 and Fuzhou 抚州 people dominated the Zhuo-ware field”. Although, to some extent, 

the bang network monopolized the practice and inheritance of porcelain craftsmanship, it attracted more 

laborers from the bang cradle region to Jingdezhen to participate in porcelain-related practice. 

Apprenticeship 

Before 1949, apprentice enrolment (e.g., the eligibility to enroll, the procedure of enrolment, the number 

of apprentices) in Jingdezhen’s porcelain industry was strictly regulated by the guild. Even the internal 

family father-to-son teaching method also had to follow guild regulations.  

Not only guild regulations but also teaching methods, styles, and rules were largely inherited from 

dynastic times. As JG14_XJC recalled, verbal instruction, practical demonstration and error correction 

were three principal means used in his apprenticeship from 1945 to 1948. Generally, masters in 

traditional apprenticeship practice provided their apprentices with board and lodging. Apprentices lived 

together with the masters’ family and were expected to undertake housework, such as house cleaning, 

food purchase and cooking. In their first year, apprentices had little time to work on learning craft skills 

because of their heavy household duties; only in their second year, when new apprentices took over the 

housework, were apprentices able to focus on learning craft skills and practice.  

                                                      
28 Yuan ware refers the porcelain that can be shaped at one time with the jigger wheel. Zhuo ware, which generally has handle 

and corner angle, inversely, cannot be completely shaped at one time. In the 1930s, Yuan ware had been simplified into six 

subtypes, mainly were utilitarian porcelains such as bowl, plate, cup, and dish; Zhuo ware remained the detailed categorization 

of ten subtypes, principally were vase, sculpture, mug, and pot (Zhengde 2015c). 
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Traditional apprentices were a kind of low-cost laborer. Before the start of an apprenticeship, a contract 

would be signed between apprentice and master under which apprentices were bound to service and 

were not allowed to give up halfway (Zhengde 2015b). After finishing the apprenticeship, apprentices 

had to work for their masters for half of a regular artisan’s annual salary, in a practice colloquially 

known as ‘baonian 包年’ (Zhengde 2015b). 

The masterapprentice relationship was significant in all apprentices’ careers. As JG14_XJC explained, 

laborer recruitment before 1949 considered “who your master was”, because masters were regarded as 

the guarantor of the quality of an apprentice’s work: so, the reputation of masters benefited the future 

career of apprentices. As JG14_XJC said, “As apprentices, we used to work till late at night, and the 

working and lodging environment in workshops was shabby; however, most of us were extremely 

diligent and perseverant, and finished our apprenticeship successfully”. Especially in the tough years of 

1930s and 1940s China, apprentices showed extraordinary perseverance in skills learning, because 

youngsters had few occupational choices in Jingdezhen, where the porcelain industry dominated the 

regional economy.  

Whilst the bang network contributed to the checks and balances on various forces in the porcelain 

industry, it also caused forms of exclusiveness in apprentice enrolment. In principle, all craftspeople 

enrolled the younger generation of bang members as apprentices.  

4.4.2 SOPF Era (1950s – late 1990s) 

The post-1949 national narratives about traditional craftsmanship are all tied to national economic 

recovery or economic system re-establishment, that is, using export handicrafts earnings to support 

domestic ‘heavy industry (重工业)29’ construction. In 1978, China put forward for the first time policies 

of safeguarding traditional craftsmanship purely from perspectives of cultural revival and the protection 

of traditions (Zhong and Lu 2021, 131). 

At the beginning of the founding of the People’s Republic of China, China’s focus was on transforming 

and restoring the national economy, but most of its industries, particularly the science and technology 

industries, were antiquated and inefficient. Traditional handicraft products manufactured by advanced 

masters, on the other hand, were welcomed by Southeast Asian countries, as well as European and 

American countries, for their exquisite workmanship and cultural qualities (Sun 2019). As a result of 

the pressing demand for export earnings and foreign currency, the continued production of traditional 

handicrafts was encouraged by the central government (Sun 2019). 

                                                      
29 Heavy industry (重工业) in China’s post-1949 majorly included iron and steel industry, metallurgical industry, machinery, 

energy industry, and defence industry. 
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Handicraft played a key part of China’s export trade during its economic revival after the 1950s. The 

First Five Year Plan (1953-1957) emphasized the importance of industrialization and proposed to speed 

up the nationalization of the handicraft industry (CPGPRC 1955). In 1956, Mao Zedong, Chairman of 

the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, delivered an important speech titled 

“Accelerating the Socialization of Handicraft Industry (加快手工业的社会主义改造)”, in which he 

stated that: “the socialization of individual handicraft industry should speed up to realize semi- or full-

mechanization in handicraft production, with the goal of higher productivity; throughout the 

socialization process, many of the valuable traditional craftsmanship should not be destroyed or 

abandoned, and those that have been lost should be revived and developed” (Mao 1956). Chairman Mao 

also expressed respect for elderly folk artisans, suggesting the establishment of workshops and research 

institutes to improve the creation of fine art crafts. 

In 1961, the central government released the “Provisions on Certain Policy Issues Concerning Urban 

and Rural Handicraft Industry (关于城乡手工业若干政策问题的规定)”, which clarified the 

management of urban and rural laborers working in handicraft production (CCCPC 1961). It not only 

reaffirmed the urgency of socialization among craft factories and cooperatives but also significantly 

determined to train new laborers for the handicraft industry (CCCPC 1961). The Provisions mandated 

that handicraft sectors, cooperatives, and factories provide training for youngsters, and workers were 

encouraged to bring their children to the factory to learn traditional craftsmanship (CCCPC 1961). In 

urban areas, the master who had apprentices could get a governmental subsidy; in rural regions, 

apprentices were required be paid at least as much as agricultural laborers (CCCPC 1961). Those 

renowned masters and elderly artisans who struggled to make ends meet could get subsidies from the 

state to help them (CCCPC 1961). 

Jingdezhen, thanks to its mature porcelain systems, stood out among the list of handicraft centers in 

China. It benefited greatly from the fame of local traditional porcelain, such as the well-known 

Jingdezhen Four Classic Porcelain that had brought considerable trade volume since ancient times. 

During the CPE period, the central government paid much attention to Jingdezhen’s porcelain. Due to 

practical and ideological concerns, from the mid-1950s China gradually formed a centrally planned 

economic system, which was characterised by large state-owned enterprises (SOEs) in urban areas. As 

a response, in Jingdezhen ten flagship craft industry SOPFs were established. My interviews with 

former SOPF workers (Group 4 in Table 4.1) are a valuable source of information that allows us to 

understand the production practices of the SOPFs. As frontline practitioners of porcelain manufacture 

both before and after the shutdown of the SOPFs, these interviewees helped me to understand what 

worked well and what did not in the SOPFs.  
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Industrial Systems  

Shortly after the establishment of Communist rule, the state took the initiative to reorganize 

Jingdezhen’s porcelain handicraft industry, with the aim of achieving ‘higher productivity, lower costs, 

better quality and wider mechanization’ (Wu 1959, 390). To pursue these targets, local Jingdezhen 

authorities introduced a series of technological innovations into the traditional handicraft industry 

(JG14_XJC, JG14_YGY). In the mid-1970s, following the central government’s call for modernization 

in China’s industries, agriculture, defenses, and science and technology, Jingdezhen’s flagship SOPFs 

constructed automatic production lines with interconnected machinery, covering the entire process from 

raw material to final product (Wang 2014, 27).  

In comparison with traditional workshops, the SOPFs established more rigorous and standardized 

systems for labor management and training. Each worker was assigned a monthly working target 

according to their skill level, which was determined by their performance in annual assessments 

(JG14_Ms Wang, JG4_ZGY). State intervention in production practice also led to the specialization of 

labor in the SOPFs, and each worker typically performed one operation or produced one type of 

porcelain ware (JG14_Ms Wang, JG4_ZGY), and strict quality control methods were imposed 

(JG14_XJC, JG4_ZGY, JG45_JHS, JG45_LBZ).  

The state intervention in Jingdezhen’s porcelain manufacture led to a substantial selection effect in the 

dynamics of pattern design. For instance, in 1955, Jingdezhen’s porcelain craftspeople designed 512 

prototypes of white-and-blue porcelain wares, but only ten were selected for their fitness for mass 

production (Wu 1959, 397—8). Eventually, the SOPFs chose four patterns that had been designated as 

typically classical styles (JG4_ZGY). Some other traditional designs, such as those with Confucian 

themes (e.g., the famous Willow Pattern), were abandoned for ideological reasons (Wu 1959, 397—8).  

In Jingdezhen, craft distribution was in the exclusive charge of the state for most of the second half of 

the 20th century. In 1950, the local authority established a state-owned sales company that eventually 

came to control 98% of the total porcelain sales in Jingdezhen (Wu 1959, 405). Senior technicians in 

various departments at the SOPFs conducted repeated experiments to create prototypes. The sales 

company exhibited these samples at trade fairs both home and abroad in order to generate orders 

(JG14_XJC, JG34_WFK, JG45_JHS, JG45_LBZ). Once an order came in, workers were required to 

mass produce replicas with weights, sizes, patterns, colors, and other features identical to the selected 

prototypes (JG14_Master X, JG14_ Master Qiu, JG4_ZGY). Consequently, production and sales were 

effectively separated, as were the SOPF workers from the market.   

It is no exaggeration to say that the state fundamentally altered Jingdezhen’s traditional porcelain 

manufacture in the second half of the 20th century and pushed it strongly towards an industrial system. 

How, then, did these changes impact traditional craftsmanship? 
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The state’s push for mass production significantly constrained the individual agency of the craftspeople. 

In the SOPFs, frontline workers had little autonomy in personalizing design styles and production 

techniques. The establishment of automatic production lines also reduced opportunities for workers to 

apply individual agency in the process of creating porcelain wares. 

The state-led changes, by and large, harmed the art value of the products from Jingdezhen’s porcelain 

industry. In the pursuit of higher productivity, many sophisticated details in the traditional designs were 

abandoned as they were deemed overly complicated or unsuitable for mass production. Mechanically 

repeating the same tasks also hindered the individual creativity of the frontline workers. Moreover, 

because the SOPFs decisively prioritized function over the design of the porcelain ware they 

manufactured, frontline workers—even those skilled hands—had little opportunity, incentive, or 

motivation to develop the artistic value of their craft. As a consequence, as porcelain wares came 

primarily to be perceived as housewares rather than artworks, the level of art appreciation also reduced 

significantly among customers. 

For most of the mid to late 20th century, due to the command economy production in Jingdezhen’s 

SOPFs was primarily supplier based rather than demand driven. The market had little to no impact in 

signaling customers’ preferences to the producers.  

The state-led nationalization of Jingdezhen’s porcelain industry, which had involved the merging and 

closure of traditional private workshops, had a mixed effect on the accumulative and systematic 

knowledge embedded in the traditional craftsmanship. The SOPFs implemented production guidelines 

that integrated traditional craftsmanship with modern technologies, stimulating innovation and 

development in certain aspects of traditional craftsmanship. In the SOPFs, workers were assigned a few 

tasks that they were required to practice repeatedly. Through these processes, some workers developed 

a mastery of skills and techniques essential to traditional craftsmanship and effectively became the 

inheritors and transmitters of traditional craftsmanship. However, due to this highly specialized labor 

division, not all workers had the opportunity to master traditional crafting skills and techniques 

comprehensively or systematically. Besides, some components of traditional craftsmanship, especially 

those that were deemed unfit for mechanical production or socialist values, were abandoned. At the end 

of the day, although the new production system retained and developed some aspects of traditional 

craftsmanship, it was very different from the traditional workshop-based porcelain manufacturing 

system. Consequently, considerable local knowledge—for example, customs, jargon, specifications, 

and procedures—vanished when the state created the modern production chains of the SOPFs.  

Labor Structure 

State intervention profoundly reshaped the labor structure in Jingdezhen’s porcelain manufacture. 

Traditionally, because craftsmanship had mainly been transmitted through apprenticeships, craftspeople 
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tended to come exclusively from specific social groups. State-led labor recruitment, however, created a 

much broader social base for Jingdezhen’s porcelain manufacturing workforce. Take gender distribution 

as an example: gender discrimination was pervasive before the 1950s, and female craftspeople were 

rare in Jingdezhen (JG14_XJC). This changed significantly after the establishment of Communist rule, 

under which the state, aiming to expand its workforce, proactively and persistently advocated for gender 

equality (JG4_ZGY). As a result, many women joined the porcelain manufacture industry in Jingdezhen, 

primarily for work such as coloring, sketching, and painting (JG14_XJC, JG14_YJY, JG14_Ms Wang, 

JG134_ Ms Nie, JG4_ZGY).  

Porcelain manufacture relies on skilled workers who are literate and capable of acquiring essential 

knowledge in the associated fields. However, to meet the needs of mass production, the SOPFs had to 

recruit a large number of unskilled workers, many of whom were illiterate due to the poor education 

conditions of the 1940s and 1950s (JG14_XJC, JG14_YJY, JG14_Ms Wang, JG134_ Ms Nie, 

JG4_ZGY). Most of these unskilled workers would have had little opportunity to join Jingdezhen’s 

porcelain industry under a traditional apprenticeship. Due to the state intervention, however, many of 

them eventually became highly skilled craftspeople. Furthermore, in 1958, the local authority 

established the Jingdezhen Ceramic Institute (JCI), which remains the only university dedicated to the 

ceramic arts in China today. Through the JCI, the state replaced traditional apprenticeship with a modern, 

formal, and structured higher education system for training porcelain professionals and transmitting 

porcelain production techniques and knowledge. Following the National Talent Allocation Policy 

launched in the 1950s, many JCI graduates entered the SOPFs and eventually became senior technicians 

and managers (JG14_WXR). Consequently, the JCI not only enabled the social mobility of its graduates 

but also changed the talent structure in Jingdezhen’s porcelain industry.  

After the Communist state intervened to regulate all craft manufacturing affairs, the guild monopolies 

on many aspects of craftsmanship, which had lasted for centuries, was broken. In the mid- to late-20th 

century, porcelain craftsmanship changed from private-owned to public-shared, embodied in the short-

term, factory-assigned mentorship between senior workers and entrants (JG14_YJY, JG14_Ms Wang, 

JG134_ Ms Nie, JG4_ZGY, JG14_WY, JG45_LBZ). The reach of the state, however, had its limits. 

guanxi remained active in the forming of apprenticeship in the SOPFs. A few informal social networks 

that underlay the traditional bangs also survived in the SOPFs (JG14_XJC, JG14_YJY). Many 

employees utilized social capital embedded in these informal networks to arrange for senior workers 

from the same community to mentor their children (JG4_ZGY and JG14_WY). These arrangements 

gradually developed into a new model of three-year apprenticeship (JG4_ZGY and JG14_WY). In 

comparison with the factory-assigned mentorship, which generally lasted for three-months, the three-

year apprenticeship tended to be more effective in creating close social and professional ties between 

successive generations of craftspeople.  
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The state-led changes in labor structure had a significant impact on traditional craftsmanship. As 

evidenced by the self-initiated resurgence of informal apprenticeship, the modern mentorship 

established by the SOPFs was not sufficient to allow novices to acquire the complex knowledge and 

skills necessary for producing the true works of art that had been created in traditional craftsmanship. 

On the other hand, however, state intervention broke traditional social boundaries in the diffusion of 

crafting skills. For example, some traditionally marginalized social groups such as women and the 

illiterate poor now enjoyed unprecedented access to crafting skills. The weakening of traditional bangs 

also enabled the broader diffusion of crafting skills. 

By granting a broader population access to crafting skills, the new labor structure facilitated advances 

in the accumulation of systematic knowledge in traditional craftsmanship. New forms of labor relations, 

such as SOPF-based mentorships, also created opportunities for wider transmission of this knowledge. 

However, the new labor structure also destroyed the social capital embedded in traditional social 

networks, such as the bangs. As a result, compared to apprentices in traditional workshops, SOPF 

workers were less likely to perceive an explicit link between their personal reputation and the 

sophistication of their products. SOPF workers therefore tended to prioritize productivity over 

accumulative and systematic knowledge in traditional craftsmanship. 

Opportunities and Benefits for Craft Practitioners 

Careers in the SOPFs were widely regarded as desirable in Jingdezhen, especially among rural residents 

in the mid to late 20th century, for their relatively high income as well as their many work-associated 

opportunities and benefits. In the SOPFs, state-sponsored labor unions replaced traditional guilds in 

providing support and welfare to employees, especially those who had suffered occupational injury or 

disease (JG14_Master X, JG14_Ms Wang, JG14_ Master Qiu, JG4_ZGY).  

SOPF employees were able to enjoy a comfortable life thanks to their competitive salary, which was 

determined by their level of skill. Following a nationwide salary framework for skilled labor in the 

1960s and 1970s, the SOPFs in Jingdezhen adopted a salary scale of eight levels. SOPF workers could 

enjoy a 15% pay rise when they moved up each level (JG14_Ms Wang, JG4_ZGY). In 1982, on average, 

a SOPF worker at the entry level on the salary scale could earn approximately 660 yuan a year, which 

was significantly higher than the national average of annual disposable income for urban and rural 

residents (535.3 yuan and 270.1 yuan, respectively) in the same year (NBSC 2019b).  

Moreover, the SOPFs provided their employees with many opportunities for education and personal 

development. To address the lack of literacy among the recruits, Jingdezhen’s state-sponsored labor 

unions organized night schools for workers in the 1950s and 1960s (JG14_XJC). In the 1970s, as 

illiteracy was no longer a major issue thanks to a general improvement in China’s elementary education, 

the SOPFs replaced night schools with more opportunities for further education (JG134_ Ms Nie, 
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JG34_SGDM).  

Furthermore, the SOPFs offered their employees reputational rewards such as honorable technical titles, 

widely adapting the Technical Title Application and Assessment 职称评定 in the 1970s (JG14_XJC, 

JG14_WXR). As a result, an emphasis on individual reputation emerged among SOPF employees, 

significantly motivating many workers and technicians to proactively pursue the improvement of their 

craftsmanship. Many SOPF employees also developed a strong sense of responsibility for maintaining 

the authenticity, originality, and tradition of porcelain crafts, even after they were laid off in the 1990s. 

In comparison with the traditional craftspeople, whose economic conditions were often unstable and 

challenging, SOPF workers enjoyed a stable income and job security, good protection for health and 

safety, and better social recognition. Without the constant worry of losing their income and jobs, SOPF 

workers were in a better position to pursue what Maslow (1943) defines as the higher levels of human 

needs, including self-actualization, by applying individual agency in creative works. The SOPF workers 

were also more likely to teach their skills and share their knowledge, as the socialist welfare system of 

the SOPFs dispensed with zero-sum competition. By providing opportunities and an institutional 

atmosphere for individuals among its labor force to pursue development, the SOPFs also facilitated the 

inheritance, transmission, and innovation of accumulative and systematic knowledge in traditional 

craftsmanship. 

Generally speaking, state interventions reduced the involvement of artistic elements in the production 

and consumption of porcelain crafts, hindered the market’s role in signaling customers’ preferences to 

producers, and terminated the dispersed production of traditional private workshops. On the other hand, 

state interventions by and large facilitated the diffusion of crafting skills. Although some workers had 

little autonomy in applying individual agency in production practice due to automation and the SOPFs’ 

pursuit of higher productivity, others found themselves in a better position to apply individual agency 

in the creative process since their physiological and safety needs were met through employment at the 

SOPF. The state-led efforts stimulated the inheritance, transmission, innovation, and development of 

accumulative and systematic knowledge in traditional craftsmanship, especially in relation to 

technology or ideology that were deemed appropriate by the state. However, the same efforts also led 

to the loss of knowledge in other areas. 

4.4.3 Post-SOPF Era (the 21st Century) 

Evolution of the Jingdezhen Porcelain Industry in the 21st Century  

With the closure of SOPFs at the end of the 1990s, the system of porcelain manufacture in Jingdezhen 

was faced with a reconstruction mission. Over the following 20 years, the Jingdezhen porcelain industry 
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forged a brand-new path, with three stages of exploration.  

Stage 1: Initial Exploration (19982002) 

In the SOPF era, porcelain production and sales were effectively separated, as were the SOPF workers 

and the market. After being laid off, those workers who continued in the porcelain trade mostly 

established small-scale private workshops. Since then, Jingdezhen’s porcelain craftspeople have had to 

reconsider production and sales issues.  

Imitative ancient porcelain and utilitarian porcelain (e.g., wine containers) dominated porcelain 

manufacturing in Jingdezhen from 1998 to 2003 (JG8_Mr Xu, JG45_LBZ, JG45_JHS). As JG8_Mr Xu 

noted, “some craftspeople in Jingdezhen purposely imitated the antiques, and some replicas can even 

rival the genuine antique. To make a living, newly laid-off workers from SOPFs chose to conduct small-

scale porcelain sale exhibitions30  in cities which highlight culture and history [e.g., Anhui] or are 

economically well developed [e.g., Guangdong, Shanghai, and Beijing]. Most porcelains in these sale 

exhibitions were the imitative ancient porcelain (i.e., replicas of antiques)”. At that time, the fame of 

Jingdezhen as the ‘Porcelain Capital’ and the delicate workmanship of local porcelains helped 

Jingdezhen porcelain develop an excellent reputation in nationwide markets. The main purchasers of 

these imitative ancient porcelains were knowledgeable collectors and antique amateurs (JG8_Mr Xu). 

I should note that producers of imitative ancient porcelain are not the people who organized the sale 

exhibitions. The manufacture of those porcelains was generally a family-inherited career, so 

“counterfeiting” techniques were only known to insiders (JG8_Mr Xu).  

At the beginning of the 2000s, Jingdezhen thrived by producing wine containers for liquor 

manufacturers (JG45_JHS). However, porcelain wine containers were later replaced by glass containers 

due to porcelain production control policies. As JG45_JHS recalled, “at that time the Jingdezhen 

government strictly controlled porcelain production considering the environmental problems caused by 

materials mining (mainly the porcelain clay mining) and kiln-firing activities, so the mass production 

of cheap porcelain wine containers was seen as a waste of porcelain raw materials and as a cause of 

environmental pollution”. 

Stage 2: Booming Development (20032012) 

During the period 2003 to 2007, fine art porcelain and utilitarian gift porcelain31 thrived in Jingdezhen. 

The porcelain works of renowned masters in Jingdezhen (mainly fine art porcelain) become popular 

                                                      
30 The so-called ‘exhibition’ was organized by a group from Jingdezhen. They arrived in other cities and set up a large stall on 

the side of road to sell the porcelains they carried from Jingdezhen. 
31 Utilitarian gift porcelain is sometimes a set of porcelain tableware. Large enterprises and public institutions used to order a 

large amount of utilitarian gift porcelain, sending it to their staff during the festivals. So the purchase of utilitarian gift porcelain 

is counted as a kind of public expenditure by governmental departments. 
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from 2003 and remained in vogue for 34 years (JG45_LBZ). Meanwhile, utilitarian gift porcelain 

began to attract numerous orders from large enterprises and public institutions nationwide, bringing 

local porcelain manufacturers tremendous benefits (JG34_SGDM). It was in this period that Jingdezhen 

founded many middle- and large-scale porcelain factories specializing in gift utilitarian porcelain 

production (e.g., the current Yufeng Porcelain Factory 御风瓷厂). As JG34_SGDM, who opened a 

middle-scale porcelain factory mainly manufacturing tablewares, recalled “in 2003, my factory 

delivered at least 10002000 sets of tableware at a time”. 

Since 2008, with the revival of the time-honored tea culture, Jingdezhen has increased the production 

of teawares (JG45_LBZ). Teaware porcelain has broad market appeal as it can not only be used for 

daily usage but also for social interaction and engagement (JG3_LSH). In general, teaware porcelain in 

Jingdezhen has two types: famous masters’ works that belong to fine art, and daily-use ware for tea-

drinking (JG3_LSH and JG45_LBZ). Soon after 2008, the second type was merged into the category 

of utilitarian gift porcelain (JG3_LSH and JG45_LBZ).  

Stage 3: Transformation (2013 onwards) 

After the Eight-point Regulation of the Centre (中央八项规定)32 stipulated in 2012, the markets for 

utilitarian gift porcelain and fine art porcelain—especially renowned masters’ works—have declined 

drastically (mentioned by most interviewees). Affected by the economic recession, customers preferred 

practical, affordable and fashionable products (JG3_ Mr Zhu). This led to a boom in modern, innovative 

sculpture wares in 2013. Accordingly, the market for traditional sculpture porcelain was severely 

squeezed (JG134_ Ms Nie, JG14_Ms Wang, JG14_Master X, JG14_Master Qiu). To compete with 

other modern-style, homogenous porcelains, over the past five years Jingdezhen has been improving 

the quality and style of its modern-style porcelain (JG34_WFK). Porcelain fairs in recent years have 

launched various innovative products, which highlights how ‘innovation’ has become a common theme 

in contemporary porcelain production (JG34_WFK). Communication with outside areas via these fairs 

contributes to the upgrade of porcelain products in Jingdezhen. JG34_WFK predicted that modern, 

innovative porcelains have good prospects in Jingdezhen because of the favorable supports (e.g., 

platforms, policy, funds) provided by the Jingdezhen government for young artisans’ development and 

entrepreneurship. For instance, young start-up artisans can apply for government loans and get training 

in incubation bases (JG8_TYB). Nevertheless, many young artisans were criticized for abandoning 

tradition to make superficial and unsystematic interpretations of “innovation” (JG14_Ms Wang, 

JG8_XYT).  

                                                      
32 The Eight-point Regulation of the Centre is stipulated by Xi Jinping, the General Secretary of the Communist Party. It 

includes a set of regulations to tackle the culture of privilege that penetrated Chinese officialdom during the rule of Xi’s 

predecessors. The usage of governmental funds was strictly supervised, so spending a lot of public funds to buy gift crafts was 

forbidden among officials. 
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In 2015, the production of hotel and restaurant porcelains33 sprang up in Jingdezhen, which meant a 

transformation of Jingdezhen’s porcelain industry to a more industrial-scale production and a more 

pragmatic market focus. Jingdezhen’s hotel and restaurant porcelains mainly compete with the 

homogeneous products of Chaozhou 潮州 (JG45_LBZ, JG45_JHS). Chaozhou has advantages in 

mechanized mass production; however, Jingdezhen still holds overwhelming strengths. Jingdezhen has 

a strong historical reputation in the porcelain field, which benefits the promotion and sales of 

Jingdezhen porcelains. Moreover, the top-level workmanship of Jingdezhen’s craftspeople, as well as 

Jingdezhen’s advantageous formulas in materials, have guaranteed the overall quality of products. With 

a switch to hotel and restaurant wares, Jingdezhen has shown great determination to compete in this 

market and welcomes nonlocal powerful enterprises to establish joint ventures (JG45_JHS). JG45_LBZ 

and JG45_JHS foresaw that “in the coming 3 to 5 years, the market of hotel and restaurant wares will 

keep thriving in Jingdezhen”.  

JG8_TYB predicted that imitative ancient porcelain and Jingdezhen’s Four Classic Porcelains will keep 

developing—though it won’t be as prosperous as during Stages 1 and 2. This is because the niche market 

will not disappear, and the state is now devoted to the protection and promotion of traditional fine arts 

and crafts. However, over the next five years, the market for modern fine art porcelain is still not 

optimistic (Foreseen by JG8_XYT who is an artist from Hubei and now is managing a creation studio 

in Jingdezhen and occasionally holds nationwide exhibitions), because it takes time to cultivate genuine 

appreciators.  

Generally, there are more opportunities than threats in all three stages, including in the 3- to 5-year 

predictions (see Figure 4.2). Among the calculation of opportunities in Figure 4.2, there are three 

politically influential factors, eight economic factors, and one social factor. In terms of threats, there are 

two political factors and four economic factors. Calculation results reveal the significant influence of 

economic forces on the craft market. Though the number of political factors is less than that of economic 

factors, political factors always play an essential role in the market of certain types of porcelain. 

However, in considering the sustainability of the ICH of craft production, I claim that the impact of 

economic forces outweighs political forces. 

                                                      
33 ‘Hotel and restaurant porcelains’ refers to tablewares, teawares and the porcelain sculptures used in hotel and restaurant 

indoor furnishings.  
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Figure 4.2 SWOT analysis of Jingdezhen’s porcelain manufacture in the post-SOPF era 

 

At three stages over time, Jingdezhen has enjoyed notable strengths in its delicate products, a superlative 

level of workmanship, entrepreneurship, sufficient supply of high-quality artisans, and a long historical 

reputation. Especially in the past decade, Jingdezhen has attracted much consideration from government 

regarding the safeguarding of the ICH of porcelain craftsmanship. However, most interviewees 

expressed concern about the weak interest from the young generation in learning traditional 

craftsmanship34, and even the older generation of artisans are reluctant to have their children participate 

in the porcelain field.35 This situation challenges the region’s inherent strengths. 

Contemporary Porcelain Production 

There are at least five patterns of porcelain production in contemporary Jingdezhen: private porcelain 

factories of different sizes; government-invested porcelain Co. Ltd; private workshops; artistic creation 

                                                      
34 Over 90% interviewees referred to the problem that the contemporary young generation in Jingdezhen is unwilling to learn 

traditional craftsmanship. 
35 When answering the question “Whether you recommend your children to do porcelain work”, almost all interviewees 

express their respect for their children’s own interest but prefer children not to choose porcelain as an occupation. 
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 Modern innovative porcelain 

 Traditional fine art porcelain   

  
Note: 1- SWOT refers to strengths (S), weaknesses (W), opportunities (O), and threats (T).  
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studios; and porcelain bars. Further, there are at least nine categories of porcelain manufactured in 

contemporary Jingdezhen: fine art porcelain of both traditional and modern styles; sculpture porcelain 

(e.g., Chairman Mao’s sculpture, eighteen disciples of the Buddha sculpture; modern innovative 

sculpture); modern ceramic trinkets; Jingdezhen-produced utilitarian porcelain (e.g., household wares, 

hotel and restaurant wares, wine containers); nonlocal Chaozhou utilitarian porcelain; foreign brands 

(e.g., Hermes, Wedgewood) tableware; imitative Cultural Revolution porcelain 36 ; porcelain with 

political features37; experiential courses; and other items (e.g., ancient porcelain fragments). Table 4.3 

shows the corresponding products of each pattern of porcelain manufactures. 

 Table 4.3 Five patterns of porcelain production and the corresponding products 

         Patterns 

 

Indicators 

Private porcelain 

factories in different 

sizes 

Government-

invested porcelain 

Co. Ltd 

Private workshops Artistic creation 

studios 

Porcelain 

bars 

 

Means of 

production 

partially mechanized 

steps, still need 

handmade work38 

Germany 

introduced 

modern industrial 

production lines39 

handmade took up a 

larger proportion40 

almost 

handmade41 

Crash 

courses; 

high machine 

involvement; 

franchise 

mode42 

 

 

 

Type of 

products 

modern ceramic trinkets 

utilitarian porcelain 

(e.g., household wares, 

hotel & restaurant 

wares, wine containers) 

imitative Cultural 

Revolution porcelain 

porcelain with political 

features 

advanced 

utilitarian 

porcelain 

porcelain with 

political features 

fine art porcelain 

(traditional styles) 

traditional sculpture 

porcelain (e.g., 

Chairman Mao’s 

sculpture, eighteen 

disciples of the 

Buddha sculpture) 

other special items 

(e.g., ancient 

porcelain 

fragments) 

fine art 

porcelain 

(modern styles) 

modern 

sculpture 

porcelain 

foreign-brand 

table wares 

(e.g., Hermes, 

Wedgewood) 

experiential 

courses 

Private Porcelain Factory Production 

Jingdezhen’s outskirts are home to many private factories that mainly produce household utilitarian 

wares and hotel & restaurant wares (see Figure 4.3), intensively distributed in porcelain industrial zones. 

By visiting JG45_JHS’s factory, I found that steps of shaping and firing follow the mechanized 

operation, using compact machines to press molds for speedy mass production of the green body, and 

firing in gas kilns without workers to supervise constantly. Most procedures—including polishing, 

moisturizing, attaching patterns or stamping, line-drawing, glazing, ware selection, inspection, and 

                                                      
36 Cultural Revolution porcelain refers in particular to porcelain wares for Chairman Mao Zhedong’s daily usage produced in 

1974 to 1975 by the Ministry of light industry pottery research institute. Ten years ago, this type of wares was popular among 

collectors, now many porcelain factories imitate the pattern of Cultural Revolution porcelain. 
37 Porcelain with political features includes wares for central government leaders’ daily usage, and utilitarian wares (e.g., 

tableware, tea ware, office ware) with patterns of Chairman Xi couple, national emblem, or characters of Chinese Dream 

(zhongguomeng 中国梦). 

38 As shown in JG45_JHS’s and JG45_LBZ’s porcelain factories. 
39 Introduced by JG34_SGDM.  
40 As shown in JG14_Master Kang’s, JG134_Ms Nie’s , JG14_Master X’s, JG14_Master Qiu’s, and JG14_WXR’s workshops. 
41 As shown in JG8_XYT’s, JG2_Mr Feng’s, JG14_WY’s, and JG14_YJY’s studios. 
42 As introduced by JG2_Mr Feng whose master is managing crash courses. 
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packaging—still rely on manual work. The mature manufacturing chain in Jingdezhen means raw 

materials, including clay, glaze, and pattern papers, have respective suppliers (JG45_JHS). As 

JG45_JHS noted, his factory used to follow the strategy: “first manufacture and then sales”. General 

distribution, intermediate franchisers, and e-business took charge of sales and marketing issues. With 

the increasing cost pressures, now the factory has changed the strategy to be ‘Yi-xiao-ding-chan 以销

定产’; that is, producing wares according to the order that best suits purchasers’ detailed needs (e.g., 

shape, printed words, glaze, color).  

  

Figure 4.3 Porcelain wine containers produced in JG45_JHS’s factory  

[bottle caps (left) and containers (right)] 

Source: Photographed by the thesis author. 

Porcelain Fairs are a favored way for these factories to attract more orders (JG45_LBZ). Without state-

coordinated platforms (e.g., China Import and Export Fair), individual porcelain practitioners who mean 

to broaden the business to other countries face a lot of obstacles. As JG45_LBZ said, “a few years ago, 

I went to Vietnam for business but was defrauded, so was involved in a legal dispute in Vietnam”. 

Support from the government provides individual porcelain businesses with huge confidence, especially 

in foreign trade.  

Some large factories benefit from the Porcelain Capital fame of Jingdezhen, setting reception sites or 

porcelain stores in the main porcelain markets at the city center (JG34_SGDM, JG3_LSH). When 

potential customers (e.g., tourists, visitors) walk into those reception sites, they will be invited on a 

factory visit aimed at further business cooperation (JG34_SGDM). This pattern functioned well during 

the heyday of gift utilitarian porcelain (2003-2012) (JG34_SGDM, JG3_LSH). The professional 

introduction and the enthusiastic attitude of salespeople contribute to the success. Not only do these 

salespeople introduce visitors to how the porcelain is created and how difficult it is to produce good 

porcelain, they also help develop an appreciation of the value of porcelain (JG3_LSH). 

Government-invested Porcelain Co. Ltd 

Jingdezhen Porcelain co. Ltd was an investment by the Jingdezhen government in 2008. It owns the top 
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brand of utilitarian gift wares, ‘Red leaf 红叶’ (JG34_SGDM). It introduced modern industrial 

production lines from Germany and uses top-quality local raw materials in production (JG34_SGDM). 

This company is therefore known for the advanced quality of its products, and produces for central 

government leaders’ daily usage (JG34_SGDM). The price of ‘Red Leaf’ porcelain is several times 

higher than other similar types of porcelain.  

Private Workshop Production 

In contrast to other porcelain industrial centers, such as Chaozhou, fully mechanized mass production 

is uncommon in Jingdezhen. As observed in my fieldwork, a large proportion of Jingdezhen artisans 

still follow the mode of small-scale production in small workshops (see Figure 4.4).  

 

Figure 4.4 Traditional-style sculpture porcelains photographed in JG14_Master X’s workshop (Left)  

and JG14_WXR’s workshop (Right) 

Source: Photographed by the thesis author. 

Historically, the inland location, abundant raw materials and moderate climate have cultivated in 

Jingdezhen people a laid-back ethos that gave birth to the mode of small-scale production (JG8_ZY). 

This mode, however, brings neither huge wealth to individual households nor inhibits production. 

Moreover, Jingdezhen won a high reputation in the porcelain field thanks to its delicate workmanship 

rather than its capacity for mass production. Small-scale production suits the slow work involved in fine 

art products (see Figure 4.5). It explains why Jingdezhen still leads the world in the realm of traditional 

fine art porcelain (JG8_ZY). Besides, when SOPFs closed down in the late 1990s, laid-off workers had 

to find a way forward by themselves, which led to dispersed porcelain production in the post-SPOF era.  

 

Figure 4.5 Traditional style of fine art porcelains photographed in JG14_YGY’s workshop 

Source: Photographed by the thesis author. 
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To reduce marketing costs, many workshops act as suppliers to porcelain franchisers (e.g., online and 

offline porcelain shops).43  However, most individual customers still prefer to buy traditional wares 

directly from the small workshops, because the workshops show signs of ‘skilled hands’ and authentic 

product (JG134_Ms Nie). 

Even at venerable ages (over 80), senior artisans, such as JG14_XJC and JG14_WXR, are still doing 

porcelain work. They are so practiced that they can undertake the whole procedure individually. Their 

perseverance in utilizing traditional skills deeply impressed me. Though, I felt quite sad when observing 

their small working environments. JG14_WXR, the old man in Figure 4.6, spared a few square meters 

in his tiny bedroom to do sculpture molding work.  

 

Figure 4.6 86-year-old artisan JG14_WXR’s home workshop 

Source: Photographed by the thesis author. 

Artistic Creation Studios 

There are some artistic creation studios in contemporary Jingdezhen established by Jingpiao that consist 

of artists, young entrepreneurs, and graduates from Jingdezhen porcelain universities and colleges. 

Their creative works contribute to the innovation in Jingdezhen porcelain that keeps Jingdezhen 

porcelain on track with international trends in art appreciation and expression (JG8_XYT). By 2019, 

there were over 30,000 Jingpiao in Jingdezhen, 5,000 of whom are foreign artists (Guo, Qiu, and Suo 

2019). 

Cross-border creation is popular among Jingpiao artists, in that it aids innovation and attainment in 

their original field. Take traditional painting art (see Figure 4.7) as an example: compared to other 

traditional painting carriers (e.g., paper), porcelain can better express an aristocrat temperament 

                                                      
43 As shown in JG14_Master Kang’s, JG134_Ms Nie’s , JG14_Master X’s, and JG14_Master Qiu’s workshops. 
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(JG8_XYT). The value of a fine art porcelain consists of foundational value and flexible value 

(JG8_TYB). Foundational value is decided by the physical quality, such as the quality of clay and glaze, 

firing effect, and surface brightness. Flexible value depends on the artist’s creativity and the meaning 

behind the creation. A plain porcelain vase is a beautiful piece of art. Adding in professional artistic 

expression, the value of porcelain can increase significantly. Besides, Jingdezhen has a mature industrial 

supply chain that provides artists, who are laymen in porcelain production, with equipment, raw 

material, and services (such as kiln firing) at every step, allowing Jingpiao to develop their creative 

efforts at a lower cost.  

  

Figure 4.7 Modern style of fine art porcelains photographed in JG14_WY’s studio (Left)  

and JG14_Master Kang’s studio (Right) 

Source: Photographed by the thesis author. 

Jingdezhen is popular among young entrepreneurs and graduates who lack experience in skillful art 

creation and porcelain manufacture but have the ability to reflect modern customer preferences. In 

recent years, young artisans occupy the market space of porcelain defined as ‘changeable in style, 

fashionable in motifs, cheap in price, and simply skilled’ (see Figure 4.8) (JG34_WFK, JG14_Ms Wang, 

JG14_Master X). Jingdezhen is tolerant of young people developing skills and entrepreneurship. As 

observed by JG3_CCK, who comes from Longquan 龙泉—famous for its celadon wares—“young 

artisans find it hard to open a career in Longquan due to the monopoly from senior masters. In contrast, 

the relationship between apprentices and masters is not so stressful in Jingdezhen where senior masters 

tend to make friends with young people. So I mean to stay in Jingdezhen after graduating from the 

Jingdezhen Porcelain College”. The most obvious reason for this is that the production costs in 

Jingdezhen for individual artisans are much lower. As JG3_CCK said, “In Longquan, artisans have to 

buy all equipment for every step, which has become an obstacle for young artisans starting up. But in 

Jingdezhen we can share or rent equipment at a low cost”.  
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Figure 4.8 Modern style of sculpture porcelains photographed in JG3_CCK’s workshop (Left and 

middle) and modern ceramic trinket photographed in JG3_Mr Zhu’s shop (Right)  

Source: Photographed by the thesis author. 

To better integrate porcelain human resources, the Association of Jingdezhen Art Porcelain Agents 

coordinate between market needs and fine art artisans. Calligraphy and Painting Art Association 

members, curators of museums, and other high-end customers offer graphs to the agents, and the agents 

hire proper masters to make the graphs become real porcelain works (JG3_LLJ). Besides, some famous 

masters cooperate with fashionable brands—such as the case of Feng Xiang, who cooperates with 

Hermes and Wedgewood to design and produce tableware (see Figure 4.9). This has become a trend in 

Jingdezhen’s contemporary porcelain production. 

   

Figure 4.9 Foreign-brand table wares (i.e., Hermes, Wedgewood) photographed in Feng Xiang’s studio 

Source: Photographed by the thesis author. 

Porcelain Bars: Accelerated Courses 

In Jingdezhen, some thoughtful artisans set up porcelain bars where they have developed crash courses 

as an experiential product, or provide space and equipment to universities and colleges to undertake 

field school courses (JG2_Mr Feng). Customers of this experiential product include porcelain amateurs, 

young people who plan to set up a porcelain business, and university teachers in the major of craft and 

art (JG2_Mr Feng). In the crash course (generally one week), masters teach course participants every 

step of porcelain-making, promising that everyone can handle the basic operation independently. As 

JG1_XZQ noted, participants just need to pay the food and raw material expenditure (about 1000 yuan 
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each). These crash courses are a commercial operation where the porcelain bar acts as headquarters 

providing all equipment, raw material, basic training, and even products to franchisees, just as the 

‘Manyitao 满意陶’ mode in Jingdezhen.44  

Contemporary Transmission of Porcelain Craftsmanship in Jingdezhen 

Contemporary transmission paths of traditional porcelain craftsmanship constitute a multi-layered 

pyramid model as shown in Figure 4.10. 

 

 

Figure 4.10 Multi-layered transmission pyramid in contemporary Jingdezhen 

Public Transmission: For More Porcelain Practitioners and the Cultivation of Potential 

Markets 

In contemporary Jingdezhen, there are two approaches to craftsmanship transmission to the public: 

experiential products (e.g., crash courses) and ICH inheriting bases. Jingdezhen Intangible Cultural 

Heritage Research and Protection Center (ICHRPC) built up a batch of ICH inheriting bases. Now in 

Jingdezhen, there are two national and 26 provincial ICH protection bases (JG6_FJW). Bases can be 

workshops, factories, or enterprises. In these bases, the nominated ICH inheritors undertake craft 

creation, perform their skills for the public, and even train enthusiasts in basic techniques. These 

activities implicitly cultivate markets for traditional porcelains. 

In some special periods (e.g., the SOPF period), state intervention contributed to the diffusion of 

craftsmanship. Nevertheless, the example of experiential products shows us the significant function of 

                                                      
44 The website of “Manyitao 满意陶” is: http://www.cmanyiculture.com/ 
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the market in promoting the spread of traditional skills. ICH inheriting bases offer the public a visual 

experience, while crash courses enable the public to touch, experience, and even systematically master 

the craftsmanship. The achievability harvested from experiential courses is the key to attracting more 

porcelain practitioners and cultivating markets for traditional crafts (e.g., in forms of experiential 

products). 

Modern Apprenticeship: Loss and Gain 

Modern apprenticeship is quite different from traditional apprenticeship. For instance, traditional 

apprentices used to be dutiful and well-behaved, following their master’s instructions strictly 

(JG14_XJC and JG4_ZGY). Conversely, contemporary master’s words are not treated with the same 

degree of reverence as in the past by many apprentices (JG14_Master Kang, JG34_WFK, and 

JG14_Master X). In the past, masters might impose physical punishment on apprentices (JG14_XJC), 

but now it is forbidden, and masters tend to follow their apprentice’s character to conduct specially 

adapted teaching (JG14_WY). Though current apprentices are generally not as diligent as past 

apprentices, they have other strengths, such as being smarter and quicker in action (JG14_WY, 

JG14_Ms Wang, JG14_XJC, and JG14_YJY).  

Recruitment of Apprentices 

Despite a few masters benefitting from preferential treatment (e.g., honorable titles, public fame) from 

policies on ICH protection, the current social recognition of porcelain practitioners is not great. Being 

a porcelain artisan is not considered a valued occupation, but as a last resort for young people who fail 

their University Entrance Examinations or perform poorly in education (JG1_XZQ, JG2_FJM, 

JG2_XHR, and JG1_FHZ).  

There are several reasons for the decline of the professional recognition of porcelain work, including 

the poor market for traditional porcelain, slow increase in individual incomes, poor workplace 

environments, occupational diseases, and the lack of social welfares (e.g., medical insurance, pension). 

Senior masters often persuade the younger generation not to participate in porcelain practice45—and the 

young generation also shows a preference for other better-paid occupations (JG2_FJM, JG3_Mr Zhu, 

JG14_Master X, JG14_Ms Wang, JG34_WFK).  

Against this background, contemporary apprentice recruitment shows several features: 

1) Masters emphasize ‘moral quality’ and ‘individual interest’ the most in selecting apprentices 

(JG14_Master Kang, JG14_YJY).  

                                                      
45 When answering the question “Whether recommend your children to do porcelain work”, almost all interviewees express 

their respect for children’s own interest but prefer children not choose the porcelain occupation. 



119 

2) Because young apprentices tend to have changeable ideas that result in them giving up halfway, some 

masters prefer older apprentices (Introduced by JG34_WFK, who experienced young apprentices 

quitting before completion of their training).   

3) In principle, it needs guanxi such as kinship or friendship in recommending apprentices to masters 

(JG1_XZQ, JG2_FJM, JG2_XHR, JG1_FHZ).  

4) Traditional etiquette, such as serving tea and kowtowing, have been abandoned in the contemporary 

recruitment of apprentices (JG14_Master Kang, JG2_XHR). Masters’ oral acknowledgment represents 

the confirmation of a mentoring relationship (JG14_Master Kang, JG2_XHR). As in the past, 

apprentices need to visit masters during traditional Chinese festivals (JG14_Master Kang, JG2_XHR). 

Learning Length 

In the pre-SOPF era, the learning length of different types of work was strictly regulated by guilds, 

based on traditional practice. This lasted until the SOPF era, when the tradition-inherited learning length 

was abandoned. Skills teaching in SOPFs principally had two forms: factory-assigned mentorship and 

conventional apprenticeship taught by factory masters. Nowadays, the learning length is neither 

regulated by rules (i.e., guild regulation) nor by organizations (e.g., SOPF), but depends on the diligence 

and talent of apprentices, normally taking two to three years for a full apprenticeship (JG14_Master 

Kang, JG2_XHR). There is a three-month psychological acceptance period for apprentices to consider 

whether to stay in the field (JG14_Master Kang). Some steps—such as the operation of green-body 

shaping machines, repeated patting ‘fuzhi 复制’46 of sculpture—take just two to three months to master 

the principles and operative rules of (JG14_Master X, JG45_JHS). Five to six years is the minimum 

length for an apprentice becoming a master; that is, a two-year apprenticeship for basic learning and an 

additional two to three years of production practice (JG14_Master Kang).  

Learning Content: Inheritance and Development 

Contemporary masters inherit the parts of traditional teaching that are applicable to contemporary 

demands and develop new pedagogical strategies, transiting from old-style to modern teaching.   

Oral instruction and practice demonstration remain the main modes of apprenticeship teaching 

(JG2_XHR, JG2_FJM). Masters observe their apprentice working nearby and guide them to correct any 

errors (JG2_XHR, JG2_FJM). There are no written materials, so apprentices need to observe more and 

practice more (JG2_XHR, JG2_FJM). Masters generally teach basic knowledge and skills, then let 

apprentices consider how to improve (JG14_Master Kang, JG14_WY). In contrast to past apprentices, 

                                                      
46 ‘Fuzhi 复制’: First slice several pieces of clay and pat them together into a completed layer of clay, this part of work is 

called ‘Daniba 打泥巴’. Then cover it on the inwall of the mold, and slightly pat on the clay to make the clay attach on the 

inwall evenly and tightly. 
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who learnt only a certain step, contemporary apprentices are ambitious to learn the whole procedure. 

Similar to the traditional apprenticeship, apprentices also do some chores and housework for masters.47 

It is also the master who decides whether an apprentice can finish the apprenticeship, with no need for 

apprentices to be assessed or undertake an examination.48  

Though some masters have no good educational background, they are good at linking experience and 

knowledge with porcelain craftsmanship to develop innovations.49 For instance, apprentices of body-

shaping are taught to make full use of dynamics and physics knowledge and are encouraged to seek 

help from Internet resources when faced with technical problems (JG1_XZQ). An increasing 

contemporary emphasis on ICH has stimulated many masters who know the Internet well to share their 

experiences online.  

The shortage of systematic teaching of basic art theories is a long-standing weakness of traditional 

apprenticeships. Contemporary masters have gradually realized the importance of basic fine art 

knowledge in professional creation and are devoted to improving it (JG14_WY). Nowadays, a task-

oriented teaching style, which is similar to the mentor system of universities, has become popular in 

contemporary Jingdezhen (JG14_WY). 

Role of Apprentices: From Low-cost Laborer to Candidates for the Successor 

As observed in workshops I visited during fieldwork, I found that contemporary apprentices remain a 

form of low-cost labor for masters. Apprentices have no salary until they are skillful enough to make a 

profit for the workshop (JG2_XHR, JG2_FJM), which is different from apprentices of the pre-SOPF 

era, who were guaranteed a fixed annual salary by the guild. A further distinction is that the most 

excellent apprentice has the possibility of being trained to be the assistant or even the successor of 

masters, helping with the management of workshop affairs (JG14_Master Kang).  

Professional Academic Teaching (PAT) 

In the 1950s60s, students at Jingdezhen Porcelain College (JPC) had a fixed term of internship in 

SOPF (JG14_WXR). Now JPC has its own equipment and workshops, which isolates students from 

frontline porcelain activities (JG14_WXR). In contemporary Jingdezhen, it is common to see 

cooperation between apprenticeship-trained artisans who are proficient in workmanship and the PAT-

trained artisans who are specialized in artistic creation (JG8_XYT).  

Graduates of PAT are likely to quit their majors to find other occupations. As introduced by JG8_XYT 

                                                      
47 As JG1_XZQ remembered, he had washed all dishes of a 30-table meal on a day of the first month he went to the master’s 

workshop, because his master’s workshop is an ICH inheriting base supported by the Jingdezhen government training students 

from all parts of China about the porcelain skill. 
48 Answered by all interviewees who have ever enrolled apprentices. 
49 As demonstrated by the case of JG1_XZQ’s master. 
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who graduated from the Academy of Arts & Design of the Tsinghua University in the 1990s, “only 10% 

of graduates in my class participate in the art creation field”.  

JCI Talent Cultivation 

Jingdezhen Ceramic Institute (JCI) was founded in 1993 before SOPF had been shut down (JG8_TYB). 

It is a public institution that mainly undertakes the creation, research, and development of fine art 

porcelain for both the high-end market and governments (e.g., diplomatic gift porcelain, governmental 

porcelain memorializing the return of Hong Kong and Macao) (JG8_TYB). Nowadays, the most 

talented in JCI are former SOPF workers or the offspring and apprentices of SOPF senior masters 

(JG8_TYB).  

Talented students in the JCI are both experienced in practice and knowledgeable in theory. Though 

many masters in JCI were first cultivated by apprenticeship or family teaching, later they also got 

professional training, such as receiving further education in porcelain and art craft universities 

(JG8_TYB).  

Government’s Role in Safeguarding Porcelain Craftsmanship 

As guidelines put forward by the central government regarding ICH safeguarding requirements state, 

the local government should endeavor to vitalize craftsmanship, support the lives of craft practitioners, 

and promote the regional craft economy (JG6_FJW). 

Jingdezhen ICHRPC has a digital archive that files ICH written materials and video and audio materials. 

Besides this, ICHRPC spent four years producing an 18-episode documentary about Jingdezhen’s 

traditional porcelain craftsmanship that has been released at home and abroad (JG6_FJW). In 

Jingdezhen, the preservation of ICH places a high priority on inheritance. For instance, with the spread 

of gas kilns, the number of masters who are skillful in wood-firing ‘bazhuang 把桩’ is decreasing 

drastically (JG6_FJW). As a solution, the Jingdezhen government requested that a certain number of 

workshops continue the traditional wood-firing mode (JG6_FJW).  

Jingdezhen has ten national-level, 56 provincial-level, and 327 municipal-level ICH inheritors 

(JG6_FJW). They are selected from over 100,000 artisans in Jingdezhen (JG6_FJW). The governments 

at all levels support those nominated ICH inheritors in various ways. Annually, each national-level 

inheritor can get a 20,000-yuan subsidy; 5000 yuan per provincial-level inheritor (JG6_FJW). 

Considering the risk of occupational diseases, inheritors can receive annual physical examinations for 

free (JG6_FJW). The ICHRPC guides inheritors to connect with the market and encourages them to 

make innovative creations based on tradition. ICHRPC has held some seminars that invited designers 

and e-business talents to introduce their experiences (JG6_FJW). Besides, masterpieces of inheritors 
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can be recommended for high-level exhibitions, fairs, competitions, and cultural exchanges abroad 

(JG6_FJW).  

To explore a new path for regional porcelain industries, the Jingdezhen government reconstructed the 

deserted sites of SPOFs to be creative industrial zones (e.g., Jingdezhen Ceramic Industry Museum 

Taoxichuan 陶溪川). These projects offer tourists the chance to see, learn about and experience 

porcelain skill and culture. Many artists and young craftspeople are stationed in these industrial zones, 

and a new porcelain economy is taking shape. The regional government is leading craft practitioners to 

“keep in line with the contemporary demands on the premise of inheriting the tradition” (JG6_FJW). 

4.5 Craft-related Practice in the Industrial Context of Jingdezhen 

Case Study 

This chapter presents the materialization, commodification, and transmission of porcelain 

craftsmanship in three distinct eras of the Jingdezhen case. It demonstrates how the ICH of porcelain 

production was been transmitted over the past 90 years in Jingdezhen and how this has changed in 

contemporary circumstances.  

Although Jingdezhen experienced the SOPF era, which changed traditional patterns of porcelain 

production, the industrial advantage this brought helped Jingdezhen to explore new ways of developing 

the industry (as Section 4.4.3 shows). Indeed, until now Jingdezhen’s porcelain industries have not 

really faced a devastating recession and continue to develop, albeit that some aspects are not as 

prosperous as in the past. The industrial context has not destroyed Jingdezhen’s many precious 

advantages, such as fame, entrepreneurship, human resources and highly skilled craftsmanship. These 

vital factors are the reason why the commodification of Jingdezhen’s porcelain craftsmanship is still 

flourishing even with the waning of traditional crafts. Accordingly, the considerable development of the 

porcelain industry in Jingdezhen drives a pattern of diverse and vigorous transmission of craftsmanship.  

The following two chapters extend the empirical study of heritage craft production to another two 

cases—Ganzhou and Xidi—where, respectively, the community context (i.e., ethnic minority 

community and Hakka community) and tourism impacts can be observed. These three cases help us to 

understand the influences of ‘tradition’ and ‘modernization’ in heritage commodification from different 

perspectives.  
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Chapter 5 Crafts Production in ‘Ethnic’ 

Communities: Ganzhou Case Study 

5.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter considered craft production and skills transmission in a typical industrial context 

based on a case study in Jingdezhen. However, a large proportion of traditional craft industries in China 

lack this advantageous urban-industrial context and instead survive among local rural communities. To 

explore this community context I draw my second case study from rural Ganzhou 赣州.  

Ganzhou is located in the south of Jiangxi Province 江西省, adjoining the provinces of Guangdong, 

Fujian and Hunan (see Figure 5.1). Sixteen of Ganzhou’s 18 counties are considered ‘pure Hakka (客

家)’ counties, with over 90% Hakka inhabitants (Qiu 1998, 2—4). As the primary area for modern 

Hakka populations, and a significant historical settlement spot for Hakka groups migrating south from 

the Central Plains of China (Sagart 2002), Ganzhou is respected as one of the centers of Hakka culture. 

 

Figure 5.1 Geographic location of Ganzhou  

Source: Google Maps 

The migratory nature of the Hakka population is vividly reflected in their name ‘Hakka’, which literally 

means ‘guest families’, and they are therefore explicitly identified as non-indigenous (Baker 2011; 

Leung 2015). Hakka culture was formed through the integration of the Hakka’s original ethnic 

components and the various indigenous cultures among whom they settled in regional China (e.g., 

south-eastern provinces including Jiangxi, Guangdong, Hongkong, Taiwan) and abroad (e.g., United 

States and Southeast Asian counties such as Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand) (Jianxin 2007). Ethnic 

minorities (minzu 民族) are recognized by the Chinese state as ‘a community of people with a shared 

history, territory, language, economic life and culture’ (Colin 2011, 111). Nationally within China, 

ethnic minorities are known as minzu. Given the Hakka’s migratory history as well as their non-uniform 
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culture that varies from region to region, the Hakka population is not recognized as a minzu; instead 

they have been categorized as an offshoot of the Chinese Han ethnic majority 汉族. 

Due to their inferior status as migrants, Hakka people traditionally settled in less productive areas (e.g., 

hill country) (Baker 2011, 197). This adversity led many Hakka groups to display great creativity and 

industriousness in making the most out of the limited natural resources available to them. Bamboo, 

which is fast-growing and reproduces quickly, became a popular material for numerous traditional 

Hakka crafts (e.g., bamboo carving, Zhong paper 重纸50) in Ganzhou. This material was utilized in an 

environmentally sustainable manner. Indeed, being ‘nature friendly’ seems to be a forming principle 

within Hakka craft production. 

In recent decades, some distinctive Hakka cultural traits have faded from view in places where the 

Hakka have become integrated with varied non-Hakka peoples (Baker 2011, 198), for example, most 

Hakka populations under 20 years old in Taiwan51 are unable to speak the Hakka language well. A 

similar decline in Hakka language usage is also happening among the young generation in Hong Kong52 

(Li 2004a, 105). Assimilation has even caused the loss of some Hakka customs, traditions, rituals, 

craftsmanship, and other specific community cultural traits. This has caught the attention of both the 

government (MC 2013a; Peng 2020) and academia (Wen 2016; Xu 2017). 

For my research, the Hakka of Ganzhou provides an ideal regional case study in which to investigate 

how crafts were produced, how skills were passed on in such a community, and how this has changed 

in modern times. To enrich the study and consider the extent to which ethnically cultural values have 

influenced historical changes, the Yao ethnic minority 瑶族 living in the Quannan County 全南县 of 

Ganzhou was also included. This allows me to consider the differences between craft-related practices 

in the Han population, the Hakka community, and the Yao ethnic minority in Ganzhou. 

I now introduce my fieldwork in Ganzhou, and then explain how I processed the data collected from 

Ganzhou. The lengthy section that follows explains the coding of my results and presents how craft 

production and craftsmanship transmission are conducted in contemporary Ganzhou Hakka 

communities and Yao ethnic communities, and what has changed. Furthermore, I identify the major 

factors that have caused these changes in craft-related practices in the Ganzhou area. 

5.2 Fieldwork in Ganzhou 

The fieldwork preparations for this Ganzhou case were similar to those described for my Jingdezhen 

                                                      
50 Zhong paper 重纸 is a traditional paper made from fresh bamboo fibre. The Shicheng 石城 Zhong paper of Ganzhou was 

nationally well-known in Chinese history. 
51 Taiwan is home to the largest expatriate Hakka population outside mainland China. A quarter of the Taiwanese is Hakka 
people (Li 2004a, 105). 
52 One third of Hong Kong’s residents are Hakka people (Li 2004a, 105). 
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case study. These involved obtaining Human Research Ethics Approval, designing interview questions 

and contacting available participants (e.g., interviewees, case study coordinators). The generic 

preparations that are applicable to all three of my case studies (i.e., Jingdezhen, Ganzhou, Xidi) were 

described in detail in Chapter 4.  

My case study coordinator for Ganzhou was Mr Wen, who is Hakka by birth, a Ganzhou native, and an 

officer of the Tourism and Culture Department in Ganzhou. Wen’s official identity helped me to make 

contact with local ICH inheritors and the most well-known regional representatives of various craft 

types produced within the Hakka and Yao communities. In specific counties, heads of villages and 

associated officials committed to supporting my investigation.  

I conducted fieldwork in Ganzhou for 15 days—from 30 September to 7 October and from 2 to 8 

November—in 2018. Eighteen participants were interviewed, including grassroots artisans, ICH 

inheritors, an agent of the ICH inheritors53, craft shop owners, and officials (see Table 5.1). The crafts 

that I investigated included Hakka wood, bamboo and root carvings, Hakka porcelain plate painting, 

Hakka textiles, Shicheng 石城 inkstone, Shicheng Zhong paper, calligraphic writing brush, sugar 

painting, and Yao mesh bags. The principal market for most of these crafts is twofold: a) other local 

community members and b) external connoisseurs who appreciate fine traditional crafts. In general, the 

crafts of this area are not nearly as commodified as Jingdezhen porcelain. 

Table 5.1 De-identified coding for interviewees in the Ganzhou case study 

Group of 

interviewees 

De-identified names Effective 

number 

Group of 

interviewees 

De-identified names Effective 

number 

Group 1: 

Artisans 

GG14_Master Jiang 13 Group 3: ICH 

inheritors 

GG134_GYX 5 

GG134_JHJ1 GG134_JHL 

GG1_Master Fan GG134_Master Chen 

GG15_FYZ GG134_LQH 

GG1_ FXQ GG134_JHJ 

GG14_WSH Group 4: Craft 

shop owners 

 

GG14_Master Jiang 8 

GG14_Master Huang GG134_JHJ 

GG134_GYX GG14_WSH 

GG134_JHL GG14_Master Huang 

GG134_Master Chen GG134_GYX 

GG134_LQH GG134_JHL 

GG1_Master54 Li GG134_Master Chen 

GG1_Master Wang GG134_LQH 

Group 5:  

Officials 

GG15_FYZ 5 

Group 2: 

Agent of ICH 

inheritors 

GG2_ZQX 1 GG5_Mr Qiu 

GG5_ZCH 

GG5_XC 

GG5_WWD 

Notes:  1  ‘GG134_JHJ’: the first ‘G’ refers to Ganzhou; subsequent ‘G134’ means the interviewee 

belongs to groups 1, 3 and 4; ‘JHJ’ is the acronym of this interviewee’s name. 

                                                      
53 The agent of an ICH craft-type inheritor manages the craft promotion and sales, outreach relationships and daily schedules for 
the inheritor. This enables the inheritor just to focus on production and craftsmanship issues while the agent deals with all other 
business. 
54  “Master” in my thesis means “senior or expert” and “teacher of apprentices”, and applies both to female and male “masters”. 
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In consideration of political sensitivities, almost all officials in Group 5 (see Table 5.1) asked not to be 

photographed and videotaped but agreed to be audiotaped. Four of my interviewees, GG134_JHJ, 

GG134_JHL, GG134_GYX, and GG14_WSH consented for me to use their real names in my research. 

The first three are ICH inheritors. GG14_WSH is the third generation of a family manufacturing 

calligraphic writing brushes. Real name consent implies their willingness to be known by broader 

audiences and to promote their ongoing ICH careers through my research, and a sense of honor and 

pride. 

The main shortfall of my investigation in Ganzhou is that I did not interview craft customers in the area. 

I had limited access to customers because: 1) some craft workshops I investigated supply wholesale 

rather than retail (e.g., Shicheng Zhong paper workshops); 2) some fine art artisans work on commission 

in response to individual orders, so I cannot see customers at their craft shops (e.g., Hakka porcelain 

plate painting, Hakka wood, bamboo and root carvings); 3) the crafts are only sold irregularly in town 

fairs (e.g., Yao mesh bags); and 4) no consumers walked into the relevant craft shops during my 

investigation (e.g., Hakka textiles, Shicheng inkstone, calligraphic writing brush, and sugar painting). 

The snowballing method and ‘encounter by chance’ were not suitable methods for finding interviewees 

in the Ganzhou case study. The craft industry in Ganzhou is principally community-based. It comprises 

a set of scattered individuals in different communities of Ganzhou and the scale of craft production is 

small. This differs significantly from Jingdezhen, where the porcelain industry is large-scale, intensive, 

and industrial. I therefore relied significantly on the knowledge and networks of my case study 

coordinator, Mr Wen. Most of my interviews, especially with the ICH inheritors and local officials of a 

Yao village and Hakka communities, were pre-arranged by him (see Appendix 4). In general, the 

craftsmanship investigated represents the most typical craft types that have been or are being practiced 

in Ganzhou’s Hakka communities and Yao ethnic villages. Thanks to the help of Mr Wen and other 

local authorities (e.g., heads of villages), the interviewees collectively represent the investigated region. 

The people whom I interviewed are those who are well-known for their craft workmanship in the region 

and were willing to cooperate with my investigation. 

On 30 September, 1 October and 6 October 2018, I visited the Yugutai scenic spot 郁孤台景区, located 

in the Ganzhou City Area, to interview several city-level ICH inheritors. The local government has 

provided these ICH inheritors with good venues at low rental for the specific purpose of promoting 

ICH-related practices such as craft production, sales, display of works and skills training. These venues 

have the name chuanxisuo 传习所. There are about six city-level ICH inheritors at Yugutai, and I 

conducted in-depth interviews with three of them, whose respective crafts are Hakka bamboo carving, 

root carving, and porcelain plate painting skills. The inheritors that I did not interview, whose 

craftsmanship is of the Hakka carving category, were either away for personal business or attending 

ICH events in the neighboring county. Therefore, my interview sample at Yugutai, though only three, 
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represents half of all of the craftspeople working there. 

From 2 to 5 October 2018, I visited Shicheng County, famous for its craftsmanship of Shicheng inkstone, 

Hakka woodcarving, and Zhong paper. In Shicheng, there are two city-level ICH inheritors of Shicheng 

inkstone craftsmanship, and I interviewed one of them. Similarly, Hakka woodcarvers are also few in 

number in Shicheng, and I only gained access to one of them. I came across a shop selling calligraphic 

writing brushes in the town of Shicheng County, and found it advertised itself as ‘the third generation 

of brush making with an over 100-year manufacture history’—so I interviewed the brush-making 

artisan in his shop. Ganjiangyuan Village 赣江源村 is located in the remote rural area of Shicheng and 

has an abundance of bamboo resources. This village is well known for its long history of Zhong paper 

manufacturing; however, nowadays the traditional handmade paper has lost its market and all the Zhong 

paper workshops in Ganjiangyuan Village have shut down. Most of the former paper manufacturers 

have left the village for urban areas, seeking more reliable employment. I interviewed the remaining 

three villagers who once ran or worked for Zhong paper workshops. With the guidance of one village 

interviewee, I was also able to visit to the largest abandoned workshop of Zhong paper manufacture.  

Hakka textiles are among the most culturally representative crafts in Ganzhou’s Hakka region, but 

nowadays only a few people in Ganzhou still practice this traditional skill. Mr Wen told me that there 

was a county-level ICH inheritor of Hakka textiles in the Guanxi Round Houses Complex55 关西围屋

群 of Longnan County 龙南县. To find this person, one of the few remaining textile weavers in the area, 

I made the long trip (because of poor transportation in the remote Hakka region) on 3 November and 

finally reached the Guanxi Round Houses Complex. There are only two Hakka weavers in this complex 

and I succeeded in interviewing both of them. 

The last stop of my Ganzhou investigation was the Yao ethnic minority village in Quannan County 全

南县. I visited the village on 4 November. I was told by the head of this village that there are almost no 

traditional crafts still under production except mesh bags. Fewer than five older villagers still practice 

mesh bag craftsmanship and I interviewed two of them.  

Through my work with these artisans, I gained good understanding of local craft practices and the 

situation of local skills transmission in Ganzhou. Craftsmanship practices are no longer prevalent in 

Hakka and Yao ethnic communities. Today the number of active craftspeople in Ganzhou is not large. 

Although my sample of interviewees is not large, it is still satisfactory in its representativeness.  

For those interviewees who were both artisans and craft shop owners, I also asked questions about the 

commodification of their crafts. To understand the management of local craftsmanship affairs, I 

                                                      
55 The Guanxi Round Houses Complex is a well-known, ancient Hakka-inhabitant dwelling complex. It was nominated into 

the fifth National-level Protection List of Chinese Important Cultural Relics in 2001. 
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interviewed officials, such as the director and the officer of the Cultural Affairs Bureau of Zhanggong 

District56 , the officer of Shicheng County, and the heads of each of the investigated villages (see 

Appendix 5). 

I am most thankful for the translation assistance I received from GG5_Mr Qiu (the head of Yao village) 

and GG5_WWD (the case study coordinator). This ensured that all dialect problems that occurred 

during my conversations with elderly interviewees in the Yao village and among the Hakka 

communities were resolved.  

The generic interview questions that guided my free-flowing discussions are attached in Appendix 1. 

All questions revolved around the axes of craft production and sales, craftsmanship transmission, and 

measures about ICH protection and development. Given that most of the investigated crafts were 

grounded in Hakka and Yao culture (see Appendix 4), some associated contextual information was 

collected as well. 

 

Figure 5.2 Pyramid of five-tier hierarchy of artisans in Ganzhou case study 

Figure 5.2 demonstrates a pyramid of five tiers of artisans and their respective advantages. As per the 

‘Highlights of interviews’ column of Appendix 4, ICH inheritors get abundant support from the 

government (at all levels), and thus rank at the top.  

Despite a lack of political support, some craftspeople whose families have carried on craft manufacture 

through multiple generations, such as GG14_WSH, still practice craft production and they have a strong 

sense of wanting to maintain this practice. Therefore, they rank in the second strata (see Figure 5.2). 

The loss of craft production practices has been a common trend in Hakka and Yao ethnic villages. 

Remote Hakka villages that were historically prominent in craft production (e.g., Zhong paper in 

                                                      
56 Zhanggong District 章贡区 is the political, economic, cultural, scientific and educational center of Ganzhou City. 
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Ganjiangyuan village) are rapidly losing these renowned traditional skills. A similar pattern is seen in 

the Yao villages, where once a stable population supported craft practices but now the population has 

waned as people have relocated to cities. Many artisans in these communities become a marginalized 

population that rank at the bottom of Figure 5.2. Only a few entrepreneurial artisans, such as 

GG14_Master Huang, have bucked this trend by adapting traditional designs and adopting machines to 

allow speedy production (see Figure 5.2). 

Overall, I interviewed fewer women than men (see Appendix 5) though I attempted to balance the 

gender distribution across all my study areas. GG2_ZQX is the wife and the agent of GG134_JHL, 

managing the craft promotion and sales, outreach relationships, and daily schedules for her husband. 

Their couple-partnership clarifies a labor division in which craftspeople focus on craft production while 

agents take care of the retail side of the business. The second female interviewee, GG134_LQH, is a 

textile weaver in a Hakka community where female villagers have a long history in textile production. 

The last female respondent GG1_Master Li is one of the few remaining mesh bag weavers in a Yao 

ethnic village. Mesh bag weaving in Yao was a form of craft that was open to both genders. The reason 

there are fewer female participants in craft practices now largely lies in the role changes among Hakka 

and Yao females and the break-up of traditional laboring patterns among these communities. 

The age distribution of my interviewees reflects an aging trend among artisans, including ICH inheritors. 

There are six artisans aged 4049, five aged 5059, one aged 7979, and one aged over 80 (see 

Appendix 5). No artisans were identified who were under 39 years old and this seems to imply that few 

–young people are choosing to participate in craft practices. This implication was confirmed when I 

found that my interviewed artisans had no teams or apprentices. 

Most interviewed artisans are true locals; that is, the columns ‘Place of birth’ and ‘Original family home’ 

show the same result: ‘Ganzhou’ (see Appendix 5). GG134_GYX and GG14_WSH are exceptional 

cases. Many outsiders migrated to Ganzhou in the 1930s40s to escape wars. The family of 

GG134_GYX’s grandfather migrated from Jieyang 揭阳 of Guangdong 广东 to Ganzhou in 1937, 

escaping the Japanese Resistance War. For a similar reason, the grandfather generation of GG14_WSH 

also left Linchuan 临川 of Fuzhou 抚州 for Ganzhou in the 1940s. The calligraphic writing brush-

making skills were brought from Linchuan during this migration. Yet migration in the corresponding 

period (193040s) in the Jingdezhen case study was chiefly for a better career, with people seeking to 

participate in Jingdezhen’s lucrative porcelain production. Nowadays, traditional craftsmanship in 

Ganzhou is not an advantageous industry.  
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5.3 Data Processing and Coding 

5.3.1 Data Transcription and Translation 

Following the principles and strategies of transcription and translation adopted in Chapter 4 (Jingdezhen 

case study), my Ganzhou case study involved manually transcribing and translating 18 audio records, 

159 pictures, and nine videos. Subsequently, a three-step coding process was conducted using NVivo 

11. 

5.3.2 Text Coding 

Consistent with the initial coding strategy of the Jingdezhen case, line-by-line coding was done first, 

and got 992 initial codes. The codes that were most commonly discussed by my interviewees were 

grouped together around a common theme and termed a ‘category’. This led to the creation of seven 

main categories: ‘Time background’; ‘Contemporary trends’; ‘Roles of governments’; ‘Craftsmanship 

(Hakka craftsmanship and Yao craftsmanship)’; ‘Transmission patterns (six types)’; ‘craft production’; 

and ‘consumption of crafts’. 

To identify axes, I first used the ‘Word Frequency Query’ function of NVivo to search for the most 

frequent 20 words among all codes of the Ganzhou case study. Table 5.2 demonstrates the generalization 

result. However, given the limitations of the software, some generalized words have similar meanings. 

I further refined Table 5.2 based on the specific needs of my research. The refinement is a process of 

finding axes; that is, combining generalized words with similar meanings together to form an axis. 

Table 5.2 Generalization Result of “Word Frequency Query” (Ganzhou case study) 

Generalized 

Word 

Count Weighted 

Percentage 

(%) 

Similar Words 

skill 4492 1.33 accomplish, efficiency, expertise, practice, precise, proficient, technique, etc. 

craftsmanship 3756 1.15 craft, skill, etc. 

activities 12563 0.98 application, apprenticeship, association, attention, utilization, works, 

workshop, etc. 

habit 1833 0.75 custom, development, growth, Hakka, tradition, etc. 

works 8143 0.69 carve, collaborate, cultivation, difficulty, ministry, workplaces, etc. 

apprentices 1455 0.66 beginner, learners, prepare, train, etc. 

events 8422 0.61 absence, administration, association, attendance, branch, ceremony, etc. 

business 7859 0.59 construction, employment, engagement, enterprise, production, teaching, 

tourism, etc. 

period 3110 0.56 1940s, 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, 1990s, etc. 

change 9676 0.53 adapt, adjust, adopt, affect, become, beginning, better, etc. 

material 3115 0.44 bamboo, caustic, cedar, chemical, color, equipment, fiber, etc. 

family 4308 0.43 agent, association, categories, class, gender, household, etc. 

production 3979 0.43 creation, cultivation, culture, double, effect, event, exhibition, farming, etc. 

content 7658 0.42 acceptance, announcement, answer, anticipation, appeal, appearance, etc. 

learn 4527 0.42 develop, discover, education, ground, instruct, knowledge, etc. 

whole 7404 0.40 animal, antique, basic, cloth, concept, integrality, total, etc. 

organized 5523 0.40 academy, administration, arranged, association, bureau, business, chain, etc. 

patterns 2753 0.39 colors, decoration, design, fashion, figure, formula, graph, motif, etc. 

inheritors 758 0.38 inheritor, inheritors’ 

traditional 1542 0.37 conventional, custom, habit, orthodox, practice, tradition, etc. 
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Finally, through integrating similar generalized words, I identified four axes: craftsmanship, practices, 

transmission, and context (see Table 5.3). 

Table 5.3 Four axes deriving from generalized words (Ganzhou case study) 

Axes Generalized 

Word 

Count Weighted 

Percentage (%) 

Total 

Craftsmanship skill 4492 1.33 Total count: 15906  

Total weighted percentage (%): 2.9 craftsmanship 3756 1.15 

content 7658 0.42 

Practices (production 

and consumption) 

activities 12563 0.98 Total count: 43935 

Total weighted percentage (%): 3.92 production 3979 0.43 

material 3115 0.44 

patterns 2753 0.39 

organized 5523 0.40 

business 7859 0.59 

works 8143 0.69 

Transmission apprentices 1455 0.66 Total count: 11048 

Total weighted percentage (%): 1.89 inheritors 758 0.38 

family 4308 0.43 

learn 4527 0.42 

Context period 3110 0.56 Total count: 31987  

Total weighted percentage (%): 3.22 events 8422 0.61 

change 9676 0.53 

whole 7404 0.40 

habit 1833 0.75 

traditional 1542 0.37 

The next task was to build up ‘branches’ around each axis. The ‘branches’ are the main categories 

obtained from the focused coding. Figure 5.3 shows the relational structure of the four axes (shown as 

rectangles) and seven main categories (shown as circles). The circles in Figure 5.3 represent the 

categories and subcategories from the focused coding step, the number in the center of the arrows refers 

to the number of references, and each referencing phrase indicates an initial node identified by the line-

by-line coding strategy.  
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Figure 5.3 Axial coding that shows the texture of relationships between axes and branches  

(Ganzhou case study) 

The subsequent section, ‘Coding results’, will elaborate on the findings within my four core axes, 

following the sequence: context, craftsmanship, transmission, and practices (production and 

consumption).  

5.4. Coding Results 

5.4.1 Context of Crafts Production in Ganzhou  

The frequent regime changes between 1912 and 1949 created national turbulence and forced warzone 

civilians to migrate to comparatively remote and safe areas. Ganzhou became a perfect refuge thanks 

to its mountainous topography. The grandparents of GG134_GYX and GG14_WSH are examples of 

migrants in that period. Thanks to its abundant natural resources, manual craft production in Ganzhou 

was well established prior to 1949; an example is the production of Zhong paper in Ganjiangyuan 

village. 

The export of traditional crafts to raise foreign revenues became a national priority in the 1960s. 

Ganzhou at this time established several state-owned craft factories (e.g., Zhong paper factories, 

inkstone manufacturing factories), though not as large in quantity and scale as Jingdezhen’s SOPFs. 

The production of most cottage industry crafts or most rural community crafts—such as Hakka textile 

and carvings—was almost stagnant during the centrally planned economy period, especially in the 
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Cultural Revolution (19661976) when traditional skills were regarded as a part of the ‘Four-olds (四

旧)’, namely ‘old thoughts, old culture, old habits, and old customs’. They were therefore not promoted 

and often discouraged or worse. For example, the production and sale of Hakka textiles were forbidden 

during the Cultural Revolution because they were labeled ‘superstitious’ and ‘backward’. The 

industrialized reform in these craft factories influenced the younger generation of the 1970s, who then 

chose to work in state-owned factories rather than traditional, purely manual craft production 

(GG134_GYX). Hence, influenced by the ethos of the times, the 1970s saw society split into two 

sections: those who preferred modernization over traditional production processes (usually younger), 

and those who sought to foster continued respect for inherited Chinese skills and values (usually older). 

The Open Door Policy launched in 1978 brought a range of foreign products (e.g., western-style 

furniture) into Chinese markets and this dramatically changed consumption preferences. For example, 

fountain pens gradually replaced the traditional craft of writing brushes. For the generations living since 

the 1970s, foreign goods were highly sought-after and considered superior to traditional crafts—they 

became symbols of a higher living standard. With this change in aesthetic preferences, traditional 

handicraft industries were inevitably impacted. Gradually, the lifestyle of Hakka and Yao ethnic 

populations changed. For instance, since the 1980s, fewer Hakka females in GG134_LQH’s community 

used ethnic handkerchiefs because of their easy access to more ‘fashionable’ alternatives.  

Similar to Jingdezhen’s SOPFs, in the 1990s state-owned craft factories in Ganzhou were also reformed 

against the background of the nationwide State-owned Enterprises Reform Campaign. A small 

proportion of laid-off workers started private craft businesses but most of them chose to seek jobs in 

developed cities (as told by GG134_GYX and GG134_JHJ). In Ganzhou’s rural areas, much individual 

craft workshop production had made minimal profits since the late 1990s. The loosening of restrictions 

on population mobility between rural and urban areas encouraged many young laborers in Hakka and 

Yao ethnic villages to move to the rapidly expanding cities (GG1_Master Fan). The depopulation of 

villages had disastrous implications for many Ganzhou craftsmanship practices. For instance, since 

2006, Zhong paper manufacture has vanished in the Ganjiangyuan village that had been producing the 

traditional paper for more than 100 years. 

As proudly introduced by interviewed officials, the Ganzhou government has offered much support to 

revive local ICH. This includes:  

a) media advertising and promotion for Ganzhou’s ICH inheritors 

b) rescue and discovery of local endangered ICH items, such as the Tea-picking Opera 采茶戏 and 

Nankang ancient proses 南康古文 

c) construction of a regional digital database of ICH items and inheritors 
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d) four-year economic and workplace support for individual ICH inheritors (e.g., chuanxisuo)  

e) the organization of tourism craft exhibition fairs.  

Valuable forms of ICH that were formerly misunderstood as superstition, such as Nuo drama 傩戏57 

and Feng-shui culture58, have now been recognized. Various official forms of support are available to 

help sustain the livelihoods of ICH inheritors. The crafts-type ICH inheritors also benefit from these 

supports, which allow them more time to dedicate to their craftwork. Compared to other categories of 

ICH, such as performing art, inheritors of craft ICH seem to find it easier to become successful and 

have gained wide public recognition for the value of their crafts; this favorable atmosphere has 

motivated new practitioners to enter the industry. 

The national Ministries of Culture and Education sponsor training classes that link Fine Art experts in 

the academy with leading craft practitioners (i.e., ICH inheritors). In 2017, the Ganzhou government 

sent GG134_GYX to the 12th training class in the Academy of Fine Arts of the Shanghai University. 

Many successful examples of ICH inheritors were introduced in the training workshops with the aim of 

encouraging trainees to follow their success.  

ICH inheritors and well-known artisans today utilize agents to promote and sell their works. For 

example, agent GG2_ZQX placed a series of orders to porcelain factories to duplicate GG134_JHL’s 

original hand-painted works. These mass-produced duplications, made by machines, sell at a low price 

and take GG134_JHL’s work to a new mass market. The original work thereby takes on much greater 

fame and prestige and becomes even more collectible for connoisseurs/collectors. This strategy sustains 

the fine art component of craft production and brings in a significantly increased income. GG2_ZQX 

tried to get the government to take a lead in craft affairs, appealing to them to build up an industrial 

chain from talent cultivation to market sales. However, the local government responded that “ICH 

should rely on the market but that it is unnecessary for all craftsmanship to lead to economic benefits. 

ICH should be seen as a means to continue cultural practices and should be continued because of its 

social and cultural benefits instead of for economic earnings. The government just can play a supportive 

role. Artisans should play the main role in their ICH career” (GG5_ZCH).  

More marginalized artisans struggle to upscale in this way without governmental supports and many 

are currently struggling to make a living. Some have even been forced to quit craft occupations in 

Ganzhou. Many craft producers have long struggled to compete with modern alternatives, such as 

plastic wares, but health problems (for example, infertility) caused by the overuse of plastics are causing 

                                                      
57 Nuo drama 傩戏 is a religious performing art linked to the culture of Nuoism, a type of folk religion in China. Nuo drama 

is to drive away devils, disease and evil influences, and to petition for the gods’ blessings. Ningdu Zhongcun Nuo Drama 宁

都中村傩戏 of Ganzhou was listed as a provincial level ICH item in 2006. 

58 Chinese geomancy culture or fengshui culture is also called kanyu 堪舆 culture. Ganzhou’s kanyu culture which originates 

from Sanliao village 三僚村 was listed as a provincial level ICH item in 2007. 
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the public to reconsider these choices (Abgarian 2018). GG134_GYX said, “the healthy advantage of 

nature-friendly materials such as bamboo can help the revival of certain traditional crafts”. Moreover, 

with the rise of the experience economy, some artisans such as GG134_GYX and GG134_JHL now 

supplement their craft income by offering innovative experiential products, such as courses for people 

to learn craft production skills. To cut down on the time-consuming nature of handicraft production, 

some craftspeople interviewees told how they now utilize machines to speed up the less artistic parts of 

the production process, such as processing raw materials. The more important and skilled steps, such 

as decorative carving or pattern painting, are still done by hand. The combination of machine and 

manual work has helped to improve efficiency whilst maintaining craft quality.  

In terms of the market, crafts designs based on local cultural and landscape features appeal most to 

populations and societies with similar or the same culture. Inkstones made by GG134_JHJ, for example, 

are much sought after by overseas Hakka communities. Despite a declining preference and desire to 

purchase traditional crafts, many contemporary Chinese people still hold an affinity with time-honored 

Chinese traditional culture (Qiu 2019). This sentiment has the potential to help generate an affinity 

between buyers and traditional crafts, especially as ‘Heritage’ becomes increasingly promoted at all 

levels within China. Artisans such as GG134_GYX, GG134_JHL, and GG134_LQH believe that this 

kind of cultural affinity can bring a resurgence in Hakka crafts in the future. 

For ICH undertakings, the Ganzhou government still has a long way to go. Some types of ICH were 

destroyed due to urbanization policies. In the 2010s, most ancient workshop sites of Zhong paper in 

Ganjiangyuan village were torn down as a response to the New-rural Construction Plan (新农村建设

计划). Hakka and Yao ethnic traditional craftsmanship are best preserved in remote rural areas. 

However, to get to the producers requires one to travel for over two hours down a muddy track from 

the local town area (the town of Longnan County). This poor road infrastructure stops many potential 

customers from accessing these traditional skills. A psychological gap that is caused by differences in 

regional support also largely discourages lower-level inheritors. For instance, the county governments 

of Longnan, Quannan, and Shicheng reward local inheritors 1000 yuan per craft exhibition they 

attended, while it is only 160 yuan for inheritors in Zhanggong. Moreover, city-level and county-level 

ICH inheritors, let alone grassroots artisans, have no subsidy from the central government.  

As GG5_ZCH explained, the local government lacks professional management capacity in the ICH 

field. The local government has a poor understanding or is simply not interested in understanding the 

artisans, and even laughs at some proposals from inheritors, which is deeply frustrating for practitioners. 

In addition, the formalistic procedure of ICH application stopped many excellent artisans from applying 

for nomination (as critiqued by GG134_GYX). The governments of some poorer counties, such as 

Shicheng, fail to help local artisans to apply for ICH nomination. Further, the short-term planning of 

many local governments works against craftspeople’s long-term career plans. Many brilliant proposals 
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from inheritors have been overlooked for support.  

5.4.2 Craftsmanship in Ganzhou 

Features of Hakka Craftsmanship 

Hakka people have long cultivated the ability to make full use of readily available, natural raw materials. 

Bamboo, the most symbolic natural material of Hakka culture, has been used in every aspect of Hakka 

people’s lives, from food to clothes, accommodation and crafts; for example, containers and writing 

material. Historically, Hakka people boiled fresh bamboo with herbs to achieve mold proofing and 

mothproofing. This is why Hakka bamboo crafts (e.g., Zhong paper, bamboo carving) can be preserved 

for over 500 years. Other natural resources such as the root of timbers were also extensively utilized by 

Hakka people because of their easy access. Even the lime used to process bamboo material in traditional 

Zhong paper production was edible and environmentally friendly.  

In communication with indigenous communities, various Hakka settlements developed their own 

craftsmanship, which are offshoots deriving from indigenous craftsmanship. As GG134_JHL notes, 

Hakka porcelain plate painting in Ganzhou has a 200-year history originating in the mid-Qing Dynasty, 

but porcelain painting techniques and skills (e.g., on-glaze, under-glaze painting) came from Jingdezhen. 

Hakka people in Ganzhou took local folk elements as motifs to form a Hakka offshoot of porcelain plate 

painting.  

Hakka textiles, despite sharing a lot of similarities with other regional textiles, have developed their 

own cultural features. For instance, Hakka textiles mainly use five colors to express their motifs—green 

means health, red means auspicious, black means land, white means water, blue means Hakka 

settlements—all of which, culturally, were to exorcise evil spirits (introduced by GG134_LQH).  

Hence, the differences between cradle craftsmanship (e.g., Jingdezhen porcelain painting) and regional 

offshoots (e.g., Hakka porcelain painting) mainly lie in the local cultural themes, patterns, or colors, 

rather than in techniques. However, some artisans misunderstand the essence of regional offshoots. 

They simply think that adding ‘Hakka’ in front of the name of a craft can ‘create’ a genuine Hakka craft. 

For instance, GG14_Master Jiang is considering changing the name of his sugar painting stall to be 

‘Hakka sugar painting’. A few artisans even see ‘painting local landscapes on crafts’ as a way to make 

‘Hakka crafts’. 

Most Hakka crafts were invented principally to meet the needs of daily life in Hakka communities. For 

some grand festive events, Hakka porcelain painted plate were used as gifts or memorials because of 

the good color-retaining properties of porcelain wares. As GG134_JHL described, in ancient Hakka 

households, portraits of the deceased were painted on porcelain plates. In Hakka marriage ceremonies, 

to bless the new couple, elders would send them a set of tea wares painted with auspicious patterns, 



137 

such as a mandarin duck or red-crowned crane, coupled with traditional blessing phrases. The sender’s 

name was normally written on the surface of the wares. On the birthday celebration of elders, the 

younger generation would customize a set of tea wares or porcelain plates painted with longevous motifs. 

It was a folk custom to use porcelain wares to express their wishes in Hakka communities. The strong 

folkloric environment promoted the inheritance of Hakka porcelain plate painting skills. 

As GG134_LQH reflects, in ancient times the manufacture of Hakka textiles was ‘self-sufficient’; that 

is, the weavers themselves prepare everything from the raw materials to the final product. There was 

no shop to supply raw materials and weaving tools. In some Hakka villages that had less farmland, 

handkerchief textile craftsmanship was compulsory learning for females. Hakka communities inherited 

the custom that postnuptial females needed to use handkerchiefs of specific types. A mother had to 

prepare six handkerchiefs (i.e., two for winter, two for summer, and two for aprons) for her bride-to-be 

daughter. Handkerchiefs—which keep one warm and block wind in winter, and block sunshine and dust 

in summer—were practical for Hakka females, who used to work in the mountains. Besides, Hakka 

females used to compare the workmanship of handkerchiefs, showing off their textile skills.  

Other traditional crafts display these dual functions of aesthetic decoration and practical utility. For 

instance, Hakka root crafts are designed in accordance with the timber root’s original shape and decay 

conditions to be utilitarian wares, such as chairs and tea tables, with a distinctive artistic sense. 

Features of Yao Craftsmanship 

The Yao ethnic village in Quannan County belongs to Guoshan Yao 过山瑶 (translated as ‘Mountain-

Cross Yao’), a branch of the Yao ethnic minority. GG5_Mr Qiu explained, “each household of Guoshan 

Yao brought an ax and a fowling-piece to conquer an untilled mountainous area, for growing corn and 

hunting. After one to two years when the land was not fertile enough to support household food 

necessities, they would duplicate the same pattern in another untilled area”.  

The first settlers of this village migrated from the Qujiang 曲江 of Guangdong in 1947. Till the 1970s, 

migrants maintained a community (the current village). The self-sustaining pattern and remote location 

isolated Guoshan Yao villagers from the outside world. Even today there is a 20-km distance of hilly 

rugged path from the village entrance to the nearest road.  

As reported by village head, GG5_Mr Qiu, the registered population in this village is 330, 64% of whom 

are poor with an annual income of less than 3745 yuan.59 The younger generation has to work outside 

the village to provide good education options for children or to earn higher incomes; this has led to the 

phenomenon of left-behind seniors and children. The current costumes and folk life of villagers are 

almost the same as the Han people. Villagers will wear Yao ethnic costumes only during grand festive 

                                                      
59 3745 yuan is equal to about A$780. 
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events, and even these are all bought from outside factories rather than made by local women, because 

no female villagers do textile work any longer.  

Left-behind elders still follow the traditional mountain farm work (e.g., growing corn and agricultural 

specialties). Dictated by this farming pattern, the only remaining traditional craft in this village is mesh 

bag making, which is durable and comfortable for carrying corn and bamboo shoots during hours of 

mountain walking (see Figure 5.4). As GG1_Master Li and GG1_Master Wang note, in the past mesh 

bag weaving was a sideline during the slack farming season, not for sale but for personal usage. Now a 

few elders who can no longer do farm work make mesh bags for a living. Mesh bag weavers bring these 

bag crafts to regular (weekly) town fairs for sale, and villagers also buy mesh bags from weavers. The 

price per bag is 50100 yuan for work that required a 10-day workload, 95% of which is spent rope 

rubbing. The rubbing process is tough: the flax is placed on the knee and rubbed with fingers. Now 

there are few flax plants in this village—weavers buy chemical fiber rope or plastic rope from town 

fairs to replace the flax.  

 

Figure 5.4 GG1_Master Li and her mesh bags (hanging in the top right of the photo) 

Source: Photographed by the thesis author. 

Despite fewer mesh bag weavers (fewer than five villagers still weave mesh bag), villagers believe this 

craftsmanship will not die out because of a stable group of users and the inherited farming pattern of 

Guoshan Yao. Moreover, the weaving skill is easy to learn, only taking half a day. Though the young 

generation is reluctant to rely on these skills for a living, most of them were taught the weaving skills 

by their parents.  

Nine interviewed artisans were concerned about the loss of craft production skills, including Hakka root 

carving, Hakka porcelain plate painting, Zhong paper production, writing brushes, Hakka textile 

weaving and Yao mesh bag weaving (see Appendix 5). Among these, Zhong paper manufacturing skills 

and Hakka textile weaving were thought to be most at risk. Despite there being fewer Yao mesh bag 

weavers in the investigated Yao village, GG1_Master Li and Wang insisted that this easy-to-learn skill 

will not vanish as long as the Yao ethnic minority exists.  
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Wood carving, bamboo carving, inkstone, and sugar painting were thought to be at no risk of dying out 

nor of having problems in their continuing development (see Appendix 5), largely because of the 

considerable market potential. More importantly, the regions beyond Ganzhou also have an extensive 

practice of these types of craftsmanship. For instance, Huizhou inkstone, wood and bamboo carving in 

Anhui Province, as well as sugar painting in Beijing, are much more well-known than their counterparts 

in Ganzhou. The wide national distribution of these crafts reduces the risk of their dying out. 

5.4.3 Multiple Transmission Patterns in Ganzhou 

Civilian Apprenticeship 

As seen in the case of GG14_Master Huang, the high dropout rate in apprenticeships has harmed 

masters’ enthusiasm and subsequently resulted in a lower willingness of artisans to enroll apprentices. 

As a countermeasure to the high dropout rate, many artisans now prefer apprentices who are younger 

as they have little or no social experience and are less distracted by other occupations. GG14_Master 

Huang and GG134_LQH both noted that now they put ‘personal interest’ and ‘craft talents’ at the top 

of their apprentices’ enrollment criteria. As GG14_Master Huang said, “if they do not really like the 

craftsmanship but are just forced by parents to undertake the apprenticeship, I cannot anticipate too 

much on their concentration and continuity in the craft practice. After all, the craft work requires 

extraordinary patience and talents; without strong interest to support themselves, many factors can lead 

them to give up”. Contemporary masters, such as GG134_JHL, advocate apprentices to self-improve 

through academic and modern approaches (e.g., Internet resources), and welcome apprentices to 

challenge what they have been taught.  

Migrant workers provide opportunities to exchange skills with other regions. GG14_Master Jiang had 

worked at an electronics assembly factory in Foshan 佛山 of Guangdong for 20 years. He learned sugar 

painting from a factory workmate whose family had been managing a Beijing sugar painting business 

for generations. GG14_Master Jiang brought the skills back to manage a stall selling sugar painting in 

Yugutai scenic spot at Ganzhou.  

Family Teaching 

The advantage of family inheritance does not merely lie in the quality of craftsmanship but also the 

preservation of authentic skills and a prudent attitude to craft production. As GG134_GYX notes, the 

family of the nominated ICH inheritors should have at least a three-generation history of craft practice. 

Through verbal instruction, daily observation and practical demonstration, underage learners 

(GG134_GYX started learning carving at seven years old; GG14_WSH has learned calligraphic brush 

pen making since 15) can master the craftsmanship quicker and more easily thanks to the advantageous 

learning environment. Learning motivations are varied. For instance, GG14_WSH, because of poor 
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performance at school, chose to drop out and participate in family learning of calligraphic brush-pen 

craftsmanship. The family of GG134_GYX has a long history of Hakka bamboo carving, and this time-

honored history imposed on him the so-called ‘family mission’, requiring him to take up a carving 

career. 

As shown in the cases of GG14_WSH and GG134_JHJ, nowadays bonds of gender and kinship have 

gradually lost their ‘function’ in contemporary family teaching of craftsmanship. Daughters, daughters-

in-law, and even the relatives of sons-in-law are given the same chance to learn these inherited skills, 

including secret tricks.  

Community Transmission  

Community transmission is the principal pattern of craftsmanship transmission in those villages with a 

long history of craft production (e.g., Ganjiangyuan village) or distinctive cultural features (e.g., 

Guoshan Yao village). Community transmission is conducted by a ‘household’ or ‘family’ living in the 

village and emphasizes the link between the community and individual families (or households). 

Knowledge is passed on by resident families to the village community more broadly. The mode of 

‘community transmission’ is thus distinguished from ‘family teaching’, which is more exclusive and 

independent. 

Highly utilitarian crafts (e.g., Yao mesh bag) and gender-featured crafts (e.g., Hakka textiles) that are 

easy to learn or can be undertaken individually followed a family teaching transmission pattern between 

generations. Features of ‘family teaching’, such as early learning 60 ( GG1_ FXQ, GG134_LQH, 

GG1_Master Li, and GG1_Master Wang) and more loyalty and interest to traditional skills 

(GG134_GYX and GG14_WSH), also apply to this situation. The craftsmanship practice in these 

communities was lifelong, as an avocation or profession. 

As GG134_LQH notes, in the mid-1990s most Hakka elders in her village were illiterate. They taught 

their children or grandchildren about the Hakka weaving techniques strictly hand-to-hand, using verbal 

instruction and repeated demonstration accompanied by physical punishment to strengthen learners’ 

memory of skills. Now the inheritors of Hakka textiles, such as GG134_LQH, are literate and have 

certain aesthetic design abilities. More importantly, they know some pedagogical techniques that meet 

the learning demands of contemporary apprentices. 

Profitable craft production that needs co-operative work (e.g., 10-step Zhong paper production) 

historically adopted a workshop-based apprenticeship in communities. Learners usually focused on one 

step of the craft. The master could be family or not a relative, depending on what step of craftsmanship 

                                                      
60 GG1_ FXQ started learning Zhong paper making at 14 years old, GG134_LQH Hakka weaving skills at 6, GG1_Master Li 

Yao mesh bag weaving at 11, and GG1_Master Wang mesh bag weaving at 7. 
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the learner wanted to develop.  

Artisans of Zhong paper manufacture in Ganjiangyuan village did not practice exclusion toward non-

community members—they welcomed outsiders to learn the craft. The learning required tuition, at an 

average cost of around 300 yuan per step of Zhong paper craftsmanship in the 1980s. This kind of 

learning was similar to the conventional apprenticeship where masters provided apprentices with board 

and lodging during the two-year term and also paid a small sum of money to competent apprentices 

who made profits for the master’s workshop.  

Written Knowledge Transmission  

A simple introduction to many types of traditional Hakka craftsmanship was recorded in regional 

chronicles or genealogy books, but the techniques and operational procedures were seldom recorded or 

published. The absence of written materials is being supplemented by contemporary research-style 

artisans. Driven by a sense of responsibility to transmit Hakka craftsmanship, GG134_JHJ is writing a 

self-financed book that systematically summarizes his 30-year Shicheng inkstone production skills. In 

contrast, some artisans—such as GG14_WSH—claimed that written materials cannot really help in 

craftsmanship transmission because creative thoughts, aesthetic feelings, and complicated technical 

details are hard to elaborate on in books. In GG14_WSH’s words: “contemporary handbooks are more 

applicable to propagandize basic craft knowledge to the public but are less practical for professional 

learners”.  

Inheritors’ Teaching in Chuanxisuo 

As a worksite allocated by the government to ICH inheritors, chuanxisuo is required to spread 

knowledge of traditional craftsmanship to visitors. Some ICH inheritors, such as GG134_GYX and 

GG134_JHL, offered paid short courses in chuanxisuo. Parents who want their children to know 

traditional skills choose to send them to the chuanxisuo to learn carving or painting techniques at 

weekends (see Figure 5.5), so most trainees are kids and teens. As described by GG134_GYX, “I can 

apprentice some gifted trainees if both of us agree to start a formal and systematic apprenticeship”. 

Formal enrolment of ICH inheritors’ apprentices is officially registered by the local government because 

the transmission path has to be recorded into the national ICH database. 
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Figure 5.5 GG134_GYX teaching a ‘crash course’ student bamboo carving knowledge  

Source: Photographed by GG134_GYX’s wife in October in GG134_GYX’s chuanxisuo. 

Public Transmission 

‘Public transmission’ refers to that the transmission of crafting knowledge happens among the public 

via forms such as public courses, events, exhibitions, and we-media. Public transmission allows more 

people to know about a tradition and further cultivates an appreciation among the public of traditional 

crafts. Its advantages lie in its potential influence on the formation of a national crafts market and 

arousing the younger generation’s interest in craft practices.  

The nominated ICH inheritors are invited to present their crafts and teach skills in government-

organized training classes. In these classes, GG134_LQH summarized complicated textile weaving 

knowledge into pithy formulas (often in rhyme) for easy memorizing. Even so, it still took one month 

for her students to master the most basic knowledge. As GG134_LQH notes, the conversion rate from 

students to formal apprentices (or skills practitioners) is rather low.  

Another strategy of enacting public transmission is “introducing craft knowledge into campuses”. 

Campus seminars and chuanxisuo experiential activities help pupils to form a basic understanding of 

traditional crafts.  

Media promotion, especially the We-media platforms (e.g., Tik Tok), also guide the public to take an 

interest in traditional craftsmanship. Seen from the number of ‘Likes’ of Hakka craftsmanship-related 

videos posted in Tik Tok, Internet interactivity has helped develop larger audiences for crafts. Besides, 

the government has realized the importance of networking in broadening knowledge transmission. That 

is why many chuanxisuo are placed in tourism scenic spots. 
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5.4.4 Craft Production in Ganzhou 

Laborer Supply 

Labor specialization varies with different levels of complexity of craftsmanship. Crafts with 

complicated steps (e.g., Zhong paper, inkstone, and calligraphic writing brush) generally require a more 

explicit labor specialization, and vice versa. In GG134_JHJ’s family-managed inkstone workshop, the 

sons are carvers while the father is a designer. GG134_JHJ also notes that “in small-scale workshops, 

some artisans choose to train apprentices to take up vacancies; some masters even recruit apprentices 

of other masters through an acquaintance network”. For instance. GG134_JHJ sent his young son to 

learn carving skills from other masters, and now absorbs the son’s senior and junior fellow apprentices 

into the workshop.  

Except for apprentices and families, the mature craft industry fully absorbs local laborers (e.g., villagers) 

and even hires laborers from neighboring areas, just as in the case of Zhong paper production in 

Ganjiangyuan village 20 years ago. 

The local younger generation are a potential labor source. Craftspeople feel responsible for passing on 

skills and ideally would like their children to participate in the craft field. Nonetheless, most are realistic 

enough to consider their children’s future financial security, so in that sense would prefer the young not 

to take up craft-based occupations. As a compromise, many interviewed artisans teach their children 

about craft skills but simultaneously respect their children’s career choices; that is, the young generation 

of these craft families have to know and master the skills but not necessarily rely upon them to make a 

living. 

Measurements 

Measurements that have been passed on in generations widely exist in Hakka textile, carving, and 

painting skills. In craft production, complying with the inherited measurements is a criterion of 

authenticity and precision. For example, according to traditional rules of figure carvings, the height of 

a standing figure should be of 7-head length, the sitting figure of 5-head length, and the cross-legged 

figure of 3.5-head length. Measurements are not so fixed that no change can be made however, as 

modern figures need to add 0.5-head length because contemporary people are generally taller than 

ancient people. Moreover, measurements recorded in some books are not always precise and require 

refinement to be realistic in production.  

Culturally, in Hakka communities, measurements normally possess specific meanings. The length of 

Hakka baby-carrying straps is strictly one Zhang 丈61  and six feet, which is linked to a wish for 

                                                      
61 Zhang 丈 is a Chinese measurement unit of length. One Zhang equals 10 feet. 
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newborns to have a successful future.  

Raw Materials 

Most raw materials such as bamboo, tree roots and porcelain, are historically consistent. The supply of 

those natural raw materials is not a problem in Ganzhou, where there is a good climate for timber 

growing. For instance, camphor trees are a preferred timber used in Buddhism sculpture carving and 

are widely planted in Ganzhou. In Ganjiangyuan village, bamboo is all over the mountains and so 

provides copious material for Zhong paper production. Contemporarily, some rare raw materials of fine 

art Hakka wood and root carving are usually provided by consumers, and a network of enthusiasts also 

circulate rare materials.  

Shicheng inkstone is seldom recorded in ancient references. The large-scale production of Shicheng 

inkstone did not emerge till 1992, when Shicheng opened a pit of high-quality raw stone material. This 

stone material has naturally formed patterns and textures that result from rock tectonic motion (see 

Figure 5.6). These patterns on the stone surface are unlikely to be duplicated via technologies and 

pigment. Therefore, the rarity of inkstone crafts is firmly guaranteed since there are no two identical 

natural stones. The ideal natural stone material is that “the original pattern of a stone is a meaningful 

figure (GG134_JHJ)”. 

 

Figure 5.6 A Shicheng inkstone with a naturally formed figure (Mountain peaks during the sunrise) 

Source: Page 39 of the collection of GG134_JHJ’s inkstone masterpieces 

To reduce costs in both time and money, artificial wool, plastic rope, and factory-produced thread have 

replaced traditional animal wool, flax rope, and hand-rubbed thread. Writing brush, Yao mesh bags and 

Hakka textiles have thus adopted alternative raw materials. 

Modern industrial chemicals have replaced traditional substances in material processing. The lime used 

in Zhong paper production in Ganjiangyuan village was environmentally friendly and was carried from 
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the neighboring county, Changting 长汀. Since the 1980s, villagers utilized machines to crush the 

bamboo pulp that used to be feet-stamped, and also replaced edible lime with caustic soda to boil the 

pulp. The wastewater that contained chemicals from workshops polluted the nearby rivers. 

Motifs and Production Purposes 

Traditional crafts in Ganzhou roughly retain traditional senses. Motifs include natural, spiritual, 

folkloric, religious, and other traditionally inherited styles. Users of these crafts are mostly Hakka and 

Yao community members or those who are interested in ethnic cultures.  

On the premise of respecting local cultural features, artisans proposed to apply commercial strategies 

to develop the local craft economy. For instance, GG134_LQH proposed to use the Hakka weaving 

ribbon as the belt of a modern handbag. Knowing the preference of some customers who revere spiritual 

forces, GG134_LQH designed blessings that have similar functions to religious prayers as ribbon 

patterns. Recently, some textile weavers picked up skills to make children’s cloth shoes, which had not 

been produced in Hakka communities since the 1980s. The traditional style, comfort, and reasonable 

price (3040 yuan per pair) jointly facilitated these cloth shoes regaining a stable group of customers.  

Profitable craft businesses attract interest from the younger generation and encourage other relatives to 

participate, such as the case of GG14_Master Jiang and GG134_JHJ. Conversely, unprofitable crafts 

inevitably lead to a sharp decrease in practitioners, especially in the case of Zhong paper production. 

Even so, some artisans, such as GG14_WSH, GG134_LQH, GG1_Master Li, and GG1_Master Wang, 

as well as their families, are not just working for monetary gains but feel the need to preserve and sustain 

local traditional skills. Family values and community culture are motivations for some elder artisans to 

keep producing some low-profit crafts.   

Production Tools and Quality of Crafts 

In Hakka communities, female weavers still follow manual weaving techniques (see Figure 5.7) using 

manually made tools. However, purely handmade crafts are too expensive for the mass market. To 

improve efficiency, some Hakka bamboo and root carvers introduced machines into auxiliary steps, 

such as sawing, cutting, and polishing raw materials. Intensive steps, such as refined carving, still insist 

on manual work. The manufacture of calligraphic writing brushes is similar, with 70% of steps in the 

process being done by hand. However, nowadays, a few woodcarvers have introduced numerically 

controlled carving machines to automate production (see Figure 5.8).  
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Figure 5.7 GG134_LQH (Right) and her aunt (Left) were weaving Hakka textiles 

Source: Photographed by the thesis author in November 2018 in GG134_LQH’s workplace in the 

Guanxi Round Houses scenic spot of Longnan County 

 

 

Figure 5.8 A numerical control carving machine for fully automatic woodcarving 

Source: Photographed by the thesis author in October 2018 in GG14_Master Huang’s workshop 

Innovation could be a way out, but perhaps not in Ganzhou because of challenges in market expansion. 

For instance, the high-priced, bamboo-fiber keyboard is an innovative craft but only for export. Besides, 

Ganzhou is less competitive in the national market, especially in upscale markets. Although Ganzhou 

artisans proposed to employ traditional elements in fashion industries, such as using traditional textiles 

in luxurious clothes, the proposal is hard to realize because designers in major centers tend to choose 

the most well-known textiles, such as embroidery.  

‘Quality’, ‘tradition’, and ‘value’ are the most frequent keywords when Ganzhou’s interviewees talked 
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about the differences of tools/methods used in producing crafts. 

The quality perceived by artisans emphasized the practicability, workmanship, and raw material62 of a 

craft. ‘Handmade’ and ‘authentic and integral craftsmanship’ were thought to be the basic requirements 

of a ‘high-quality’ or ‘valuable’ craft. Innovation in craft design is also included in the evaluation of a 

craft’s quality. 

When being asked about how to interpret ‘tradition’ in crafts, most interviewed artisans claimed that 

they chose to use motifs such as auspicious animals and festive ancient figures to create a traditional 

feeling. This implies a trend toward a rather shallow interpretation of ‘tradition’ in contemporary Hakka 

craft creation. 

“How to see the value of a craft” received various answers from interviewees. Most interviewed artisans 

concluded that crafts with historical significance and cultural representativeness have higher collection 

value. But these historical and cultural meanings rely on historians, connoisseurs and senior artisans to 

explain them to the public. In addition, the rarity of a raw material and high creation levels decided by 

the workmanship and artistic designs are thought to jointly increase a craft’s value. Some grassroots 

artisans judged that the fame of artisans also increased the monetary value of crafts. 

5.4.5 Consumption of Crafts in Ganzhou 

Crafts have different price levels according to their value and quality. The price of calligraphic writing 

brushes ranges from 10 to 10,000 yuan in GG14_HSH’s shop. Fame helps increases the price but 

Ganzhou artisans find it difficult to gain national-level fame because of the screening effect. Hakka and 

Yao ethnic communities in Ganzhou have strong migration features. Hakka’s and Guoshan Yao’s crafts 

knowledge was originally carried from other places. When competing with the cradles of certain crafts, 

Ganzhou’s craftsmanship and artisans are in a weaker position, because projects of national-level ICH 

items and inheritors prioritize those areas where the craft historically existed. Correspondingly, the 

effect of screens brought evident disadvantages to Ganzhou’s crafts in national craft markets. 

Many craftspeople are reluctant to do catchpenny tourism business because their customers mainly are 

returned customers who purchase large-size crafts or customized crafts (such as wood, root carving, 

porcelain plate painting). For example, GG14_Master Huang mainly produces memorial tablets63 and 

woodcarving furniture, and also contracts wood-related projects from some scenic spots, such as 

repairing ancient carvings.  

Ethnic communities still use local crafts such as mesh bags, Zhong paper, and textiles. Even foreign 

                                                      
62 Take the calligraphic brush pen as an example. The quality of its raw material is reflected in the softness, thickness, length, 

and color of the wool material that decides the writing brush’s precision. 
63 An ancestral hall needs hundreds of memorial tablets. 
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Hakka communities also consume these cultural crafts. For instance, some buyers of GG134_JHJ’s 

inkstone are Hakka people settled in the United States. Zhong paper, which is used to produce joss paper 

money now, is exported to Guangdong and Southeast Asian countries, where it is used in funeral 

customs (Wen 2017, 7; 2016, 91). Ash of Zhong joss paper money is grey rather than black and can 

disperse with the wind without leaving a residue. People believe that this kind of paper is a ritual 

medium that bridges between life and death (Wen 2017, 9). Meanwhile, as a writing material that can 

be well preserved for 1000 years, Zhong paper has been widely used in genealogy books. So Zhong 

paper and calligraphic writing brushes are consumable goods. As long as the production is profitable, 

more artisans will participate in these crafts. Unfortunately, the increasing production cost has drained 

out the profit space. As highlighted by GG1_FXQ, in the 1980s the daily payment of a Zhong paper 

worker in Ganjiangyuan village was 56 yuan. Now the minimum daily payment per worker is 100200 

yuan. The labor cost (100200 yuan) equals the market price of 2,0004,000 pieces of Zhong paper.  

The local market sometimes cannot support craft shops. For example, the rental cost of GG14_WSH’s 

shop is 30,000 yuan annually. The labor salary of two shop assistants is at least 30,000 yuan annually. 

However, the turnover of GG14_WSH’s shop in Shicheng is less than 60,000 yuan. So GG14_WSH 

has to explore a broader market to other regions nationwide. Thanks to the political emphasis on the 

education of Chinese traditional culture among the younger generation, calligraphic writing brushes 

and some training classes of traditional craftsmanship (e.g., bamboo carving) create a relatively good 

market. In addition, professional calligraphers who generally require a high-precision writing brush can 

support considerably higher-level consumption. As GG14_WSH noted, the price of some calligraphic 

writing brushes can be up to 10,000 yuan each.  

Famous crafts have many franchised outlets nationwide, such as the authentic Beijing specialty food 

sold in Ganzhou. Although some artisans claimed that excessive commercialization damages the 

authenticity and integrity of some traditional craftsmanship, without commercialization the demise of 

this craftsmanship will come sooner. Nowadays, the family business may be at its most competitive if 

it can realize both the inheritance of traditional skills and profit-earning in craft production. Take 

GG14_WSH’s family as an example: three generations—from GG14_WSH’s grandfather to him—

have maintained the workshop producing calligraphic writing brushes. Stable customers accumulated 

over generations help his family’s craft business survive the weaker market. Senior workers who had 

worked in the workshop since GG14_WSH’s grandfather’s generation help preserve good craft 

traditions. More significantly, the sense of a ‘mission’ to pass on skills means the family’s younger 

generations want to preserve the traditional craftsmanship and not merely make money. 

5.5 Craft-related Practice in Ethnic Communities of Ganzhou 

In ethnic Hakka and Yao communities, the market—maintained by conventional lifestyles, customs and 
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traditions—can drive the local craft economy. However, according to the status quo of the investigated 

crafts, the craft industry in Ganzhou is waning, despite it having some opportunities to develop thanks 

to political support. Although it may be a frustrating finding, this decline seems like the common fate 

of most traditional cottage industries in contemporary China.  

Considered from the market aspect, factors such as lack of upscale markets, competitive modern 

homogenous crafts and factory products, fewer consumers of traditional crafts, and regional gaps in 

craft consumption have all resulted in the decline of Ganzhou’s craft industries. Ganzhou should 

acknowledge the ‘screen effect’ caused by the difference between cradle craftsmanship and offshoot 

craftsmanship. Making full use of regional cultural strengths rather than blindly competing with other 

homogenous crafts may be a good solution.  

In terms of production, problems in craft-laborer supply—such as the lower social status of craft 

occupations, the outflow of ethnic community populations, the low conversion rate from trainees to 

apprentices (e.g., chuanxisuo training class), increasing labor cost and the aging of senior artisans—all 

limit the sustainability and expansion of craft practice in Ganzhou. 

Ideology is crucial in affecting the transmission of craftsmanship in the Ganzhou case study. The 

ideology of craft practitioners, societal ideological trends, regional ideology (e.g., within a community 

sphere), and government priorities all affect the spread of craft knowledge and skills. With the help of 

state intervention, some regional governments (at least in Ganzhou) have adopted a strategy of breaking 

geographical and knowledge boundaries to offer easier access for the public to learn and appreciate 

traditional skills and knowledge. 

This chapter introduced the craft production and skills transmission in one of China’s many ethnic 

communities, which offers a second type of context—community context—for the comparison of the 

cases in Chapter 7. The next chapter will examine the case study at Xidi, exploring how traditional 

craftsmanship is utilized and passed on in a tourism context.  



150 

Chapter 6 Craft Production in a Tourism 

Context: Xidi Case Study 

6.1 Introduction 

My first two case studies, on Jingdezhen and Ganzhou, present examples of craft production in 

industrial and ethnic community contexts. These case studies covered the conventional forms of 

traditional craft manufacture in China. With the rise of the “experience economy”, tourism has become 

a major industry in contemporary China. Tourist attractions with abundant heritage resources are now 

using these assets for economic benefit. Craft production and commodification is central to maximizing 

the economic benefits of heritage tourism and so a focus on crafts is becoming a core component of 

both heritage studies and tourism studies (Gustami, Wardani, and Setiawan 2014; Nyawo and 

Mubangizi 2015; Ona and Solis 2017; Olalere 2019). Therefore, my third case study, Xidi ancient 

village, focuses on the role of tourism in contemporary craft production. 

Xidi 西递 ancient village is under the jurisdiction of Yi County 黟县 in Anhui Province 安徽省. 

Historically, Xidi was a part of the ancient Huizhou Region (see Figure 6.1), where it was well known 

for its exquisite carving workmanship in architectural construction and indoor decoration. There were 

four main materials used in carvings: bamboo, stone, brick and wood (He 1989). Calligraphic materials 

such as She 歙 inkstones, inksticks, seals and wood-block printing provide evidence of a longstanding 

literati culture extending back to the Tang dynasty (He 1989). As well as its intangible cultural heritage, 

Xidi is famous for its ancient houses dating to the Ming and Qing dynasties (14th19th century). The 

houses originally belonged to dignitaries in politics and commerce (Wang and Bao 1986). The social 

status of the original owners is evident in the costly and time-consuming workmanship in the building 

decorations, such as the exquisite wood carving on beams, rafters, lintels, windows, balustrades, and 

furniture; the brick carving on gate lintels; and the stone carving on column bases and door canopies 

(Wang and Bao 1986).  
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Figure 6.1 Geographic location of Xidi and the component counties of the ancient Huizhou Region 

Source: Google Map and https://new.qq.com/omn/20201111/20201111A0G0JK00.html 

Because of the extraordinary cultural and historical value of the well-preserved architectural complex, 

with its exquisite carving craftsmanship, Xidi was listed as a UNESCO World Cultural Heritage Site in 

2000 (UNESCO 2000). The village has been promoted as a site for national tourism since 1986 (Xu 

and Gan 2016, 103), and local crafts have gradually moved away from architectural carvings to 

contemporary tourism products involving a full spectrum of crafts. Correspondingly, craftsmanship 

practices at Xidi are strongly influenced by the demands of contemporary tourism.  

My research at Xidi began in 2014 when I was funded to analyze the growth of informal tourism sectors  

(Xu and Gan 2016) in the area. Though not my main focus, I also categorized crafts and artisans within 

this investigation. Given my long research association with Xidi64, this area is an optimal case study for 

this doctoral research to investigate: 

a. how inherited craftsmanship is materialized at Xidi; 

b. what has changed and what caused these changes;  

c. how tourism is impacting upon craft practice at Xidi; 

d. whether tourism commodification is a good approach to sustaining the ICH of craft production; if 

yes, to what extent commodification in the tourism context can help ICH’s sustainability. 

To explore these questions, I divide my analysis into four parts. I first introduce my own fieldwork and 

interviews in Xidi and its environs. I then briefly present how I coded my interviews following the 

coding strategies of my Grounded Theory method. My third section contains the findings from my 

coding and is divided into three axes: axis 1—craftspeople, crafts production, and craftsmanship; axis 

2—crafts business and market; and axis 3—tourists and craft customers. The last section assesses the 

                                                      
64 My masters dissertation and two research projects in 20142016 all chose Xidi as the study case. 

https://new.qq.com/omn/20201111/20201111A0G0JK00.html
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materialization, commodification, and transmission of craftsmanship in the tourism context of Xidi. 

6.2 Fieldwork in Xidi 

6.2.1 Investigations 

Qualitative studies are always challenging for researchers who are conducting research among strangers. 

In Chinese society, there is a strong tendency to be reserved when questioned by a stranger and this 

creates added difficulties for qualitative research within China, even for a native Mandarin speaker such 

as myself. This factor inevitably affected the number of responses that I was able to attain during my 

field research and the level of detail in these responses, but nonetheless I succeeded in interviewing a 

reasonable sample of both craft producers and consumers. In Xidi, the bulk of consumers are tourists.  

Table 6.1 De-identified coding for interviewees of Xidi case study 

Group of 

interviewees 

De-identified names Effective 

number 

Group of 

interviewees 

De-identified names Effective 

number 

Group 1: 

Artisans 

XG12_FZH 14 Group 3: Tourists 

(mostly craft 

customers) 

 

XG3_Henlia 28 

XG12_Hu Xiaoshi XG3_Karsten 

XG12_JM XG3_Margret 

XG12_Master Feng XG3_Miss Zhai 

XG12_ Master Jiang XG3_Miss Zhang 

XG12_Master Ma XG3_Mr Bi 

XG1_Master Meng XG3_Mr Cheng 

XG12_Master Min XG3_Mr Chi 

XG12_Master Yu XG3_Mr Cui 

XG12_Master Yuan XG3_Mr Huang 

XG12_Master Zhang XG3_Mr Ma 

XG12_Master Pan XG3_Mr Wan 

XG12_Ms Bao XG3_Mr WangA 

XG12_WH XG3_Mr WangB 

Group 2: 

Owners of 

craft shops or 

stalls 

XG2_DL 17 XG3_Mr Xiong 

XG2_Mr Xu XG3_Mr Xu 

XG2_Ms Hu XG3_Mr Zhang 

XG2_Old lady Hu XG3_Mr Zhou 

XG12_FZH XG3_Ms Su 

XG12_Hu Xiaoshi XG3_Ms Wang 

XG12_JM XG3_Ms X 

XG12_Master Feng XG3_Ms Xu 

XG12_ Master Jiang XG3_Ms Zhang 

XG12_Master Ma XG3_Patrick 

XG12_Master Min XG3_Student Duan 

XG12_Master Yu XG3_Student Huang 

XG12_Master Yuan XG3_Student Qv 

XG12_Master Zhang XG3_Student Zhu 

XG12_Master Pan Group 4: Others XG4_Inn manager CP 2 

XG12_Ms Bao XG4_Lucun villager  

XG12_WH 

The craft shops in Xidi provide customers with uniform black plastic bags; I targetted tourists who were 

carrying these bags in my interview strategy. Though I was transparent about my identity as a researcher 
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and I carried and shared my University of Western Australia (UWA) institutional supporting documents, 

my requests for quick interviews were frequently rejected by tourists in the main street. To eliminate 

tourists’ suspicion about my identity, I therefore chose to sit in the shop of my uncle who has been 

managing a Xidi business selling Huizhou carving crafts for 18 years. When tourists came into the craft  

shop, I walked up to them and provided them with some basic craftsmanship knowledge and introduced 

myself as the niece of the shop owner. After this initial contact, I informed them about my research aims 

and invited them to give five minutes of their time to assist my research. This strategy enabled me to 

interview 28 tourists (see Table 6.1), over 70% of whom consumed crafts at Xidi. 

As a way of supplementing my interview data concerning consumer preferences in craft consumption, 

I also conducted observations of tourist shopping behavior in Xidi. I chose four days—14, 15, 16 and 

28 October 2018—as my observation days. These covered both the weekend (peak days in the week) 

and weekdays. By happenstance, 14 and 15 October were rainy days and this provided tourists with 

more reasons to visit the craft shops. My uncle’s craft shop comprehensively covers the most typical 

categories of local crafts65, including bamboo, stone, wood carvings and She inkstones, making it an 

ideal observation venue. This craft shop sits in an ancestral house where the front quarter of the 

courtyard is a typical Huizhou ancient building design, the middle area is the commercial sales area, 

and the back quarter is the living area, marked off from the commercial area with a red line and a sign 

saying ‘Not open to tourists’. This layout pattern is quite common in Xidi. I sat in the discrete living 

area to record how many tourists walked into the shop and at what time. I recorded the demographic 

data (e.g., estimated age, gender) of shop visitors, the sections of the shop they visited (i.e., right: small-

size stone carving section, middle: middle-size stone carving and inkstone section, left: bamboo carving 

section), and their duration of stay (for details see Appendix 6). 

For my interviews I strictly followed the ethics requirements prescribed by the University of Western 

Australia. All those interviewed were provided with information about my project and all provided me 

with informed consent (verbally). Informed consent was not required for my visual observations as 

visitors understand that their movements will be monitored whilst they are in commercial premises. My 

observations were discrete and did not affect tourist behaviors. Moreover, as all observation data was 

anonymous, there was no risk that I would infringe tourist privacy. 

Even though in my previous research I had visited Xidi many times and I knew many businesspeople 

there, only a small number of craftspeople agreed to be interviewed (see Table 6.1). Among the total 

village population at Xidi, which is over 1000 people, over 80% of the population depends on the 

tourism business, even the elderly. Of the 39 craft shops in the village, less than 40% are owned and 

managed by local crafts artisans. In total I interviewed six artisans in Xidi village (see Appendix 7), 

representing about 40% of all of the artisans in Xidi. I relied on my uncle’s support to get access to his 

                                                      
65 ‘Local crafts’ here refers to traditional crafts inherited in Ancient Huizhou Regions, not limited to within Xidi village.  
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artisan friends, but the total number of artisans interviewed proved to be fewer than I had originally 

hoped. In a small village like Xidi, artisans who manage craft businesses are inevitably in a competitive 

business relationship, and so the relationship between artisans is awkward. Peer competition is a 

sensitive topic, even between villages. When I visited Hongcun, a neighboring village that is similar to 

Xidi in its crafts, artisan XG12_WH was very willing to chat with me until I inadvertently blurted out 

my uncle’s occupation. Then he stopped being co-operative. These competitive elements added another 

layer of complexity to the implementation of my method. 

I conducted fieldwork in Xidi for 25 days, from 8 October to 1 November 2018. During the first 15 

days I walked to every corner of Xidi village to map all of the craft shop locations (see Figure 6.2) and 

sought out potential artisans and shop owners to interview. Ten out of 19 interviewed artisans and shop 

owners were obtained by this strategy. The subsequent two days I visited the neighboring historical 

villages of Hongcun 宏村 and Lucun 卢村. Unfortunately, there is only one artisan (bamboo weaver) 

left in Lucun among over 600 villagers. In Hongcun, most artisans were unwilling to be interviewed. I 

only managed to interview one Hongcun artisan in the whole day of my visit. Upon the strong 

recommendation of several interviewed artisans, for the final part of my fieldwork I visited the most 

well-known craft market in the region, Tunxi Laojie 屯溪老街, which is located in the center of 

Huangshan 黄山 City. Disappointingly, the artisans who had produced most of the crafts on sale at 

Tunxi Laojie typically did not stay in the shops, but sold their wares through commercial operators who 

were generally not interested in artisan practices. In my view, the traditional craft business is not just 

an economic occupation; it needs both artisans and shop owners to spread the understanding of the 

culture and craftsmanship of the objects to interested people regardless of whether they purchase the 

commodity. Compared to Hongcun and Tunxi Laojie, individual craft practitioners at Xidi are much 

more closely involved in the sale of their crafts. As XG2_Mr Xu said: 

The Huizhou carving is inherited from our ancestors. As offspring, we have a duty to spread it to tourists 

who really like it. Moreover, how do you know tourists cannot afford the crafts? Maybe this time they did 

not buy it restricted by consumption ability, I believe that they will return to buy when they can afford it. 

After all, our knowledge introduction has seeded in their heart, cultivating their interest in these traditional 

crafts. 

To expand my sample of artisans further, in the last two days of my stay at Xidi, my uncle drove me to 

the Inkstone Carving Market (ICM) 砚雕城 of She County 歙县 to interview She inkstone carvers. This 

market consists of over 80 self-employed workshops just making and selling She inkstones. Their wares 

are purchased and resold by many craft businessmen in the region. Under the assistance of my uncle, I 

interviewed four skillful carvers in the ICM. On my last day, introduced by my uncle I interviewed a 

provincial ICH inheritor of Huizhou carving XG12_Hu Xiaoshi who is managing a carving art gallery 
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in Xiuli 秀里.66  

In addition to my series of interviews and observations I had a windfall whilst at Xidi. I benefited from 

a new tourism event called the Hundred Craftspeople Hall (HCH)百匠堂 that was created at Xidi by 

the Huihuang Tourism Company (HTC) 徽黄旅游公司 in cooperation with a Nanjing tourism company. 

ICH craftspeople were invited from across China to participate in this event. I therefore got the chance 

to interview these folk artisans who undertake alloy braiding, sugar-coated figurine blowing, and who 

practice Chinese traditional Wuqiao 吴 桥 acrobatic performances. The HCH is a somewhat 

controversial project that has been criticized by some tourists and villagers, but its original purpose was 

to promote ICH heritage to tourists and so it is directly relevant to my research. 

I was unable to interview officials at Xidi because of a change in the formal administration authority of 

the village. Before being taken over by the Huihuang Tourism Company in 2013, Xidi was a village 

operating under collective ownership, with a Village Committee that oversaw its political and economic 

management. Since 2013, Xidi has become a state-owned property managed by the HTC, which falls 

under the Yi County 黟县 government. The head of the HTC is therefore a government-appointed figure 

who has a higher authority than the head of Xidi village. Former Xidi administrators, such as the head 

of the Village Committee, are therefore no longer allowed to represent or speak on behalf of the villagers. 

The relationship between Xidi villagers and the HTC is sometimes tense, making it almost impossible 

for me to get permission to conduct interviews with any officials. 

To sum up, during my fieldwork at Xidi I interviewed 14 artisans, 28 tourists, 17 owners of craft shops 

or stalls, one villager of Lucun, and one manager of the inn at Xidi (see Table 6.1). All these people 

gave me verbal informed consent to use their views in this research and only XG_Hu Xiaoshi consented 

to allow me to use his real name in my research. The more cautious attitude of interviewees in Xidi 

compared to Jingdezhen and Ganzhou confirms the sensitivity of knowledge concerning craft 

production in this kind of village tourism context in China. 

Interviews with artisans and shop owners happened in their workshops or craft shops and so were open 

to interruptions by tourists. A few young and middle-aged tourists were curious about the interview and 

listened in. At times interviews were interrupted when drop-in tourists wished to purchase some crafts. 

I was not able to interview after office hours because most of the artisans and shop owners have families 

living in the county town and need to pick up children from schools. All these factors resulted in my 

interviews being short—a maximum of 60 minutes, with most being 30 minutes. 

Some topics discussed during my interviews sometimes raised issues for other groups of participants. 

For example, when I asked XG3_Mr Zhou “do you mind machine production?”, the shop owner nearby 

                                                      
66 Xiuli is a Xidi neighbouring scenic spot and common film location. 
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looked displeased because he was concerned that this question might mislead other visitors into thinking 

that his crafts were machine produced. Some tourists had loudly expressed their disdain for the crafts 

on-sale in Xidi judging them to be “rubbish homogenous commodification”. This affected other shop 

visitors’ attitudes towards the crafts. In the case of She inkstones, most shop owners stocked inkstones 

from the ICM of She County, and whilst these are not precisely locally produced, one cannot deny the 

authenticity and hand-carved workmanship of these crafts. Some of the craft shop owner’s judgments 

of their clients, such as “few tourists have a professional appreciation for crafts”, could also be heard as 

offensive. For this reason, I sought to ensure a relatively private environment for my interviews. 

I argue that the quantity of my interviews is sufficient. Unlike quantitative research, which evaluates 

the saturation of a sample with validity and reliability tests, qualitative research judges saturation 

according to whether new information emerges when further samples are added (Xu and Gan 2016, 

101). Following this principle, the sample of my three main interview groups—namely artisans, tourists, 

and shop owners—is saturated for the Xidi case study. As for the absence of interviews among officials, 

I have been able to collect most of the information I was seeking from them by drawing from official 

websites and projects under construction. Xidi is a typical Huizhou cultural region, and enjoys great 

advantages for its tourism development thanks to its status as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Apart 

from its comparatively advantageous status, Xidi is representative of most of the contemporary issues 

faced by Chinese heritage craft production in the tourism context. In my ‘artisans’ group, my interviews 

cover the most typical local ICH items such as Huizhou carving, She inkstone carving and seal carving, 

as well as non-local ICH items such as sugar blowing, alloy braiding, and even acrobatics. In my ‘tourist’ 

interviews, the sample selection is random and meets all my pre-scheduled requirements. In my ‘craft 

shop owner’ interviews, the most typical tourism craft businesses—including local and nonlocal 

crafts—have been categorized. I am therefore comfortable that my sample is representative and fit for 

purpose.  

6.2.2 Tourism Craft Businesses in Xidi 

As of October 2018, Xidi had a total of 263 tourism-related businesses, including craft shops, 

accommodation (e.g., inns), food (e.g., restaurants and snacks), beverages (i.e., local wines and nonlocal 

drinks such as coffee and milky tea), tea (local specialty), and others (e.g., sketchpad rent, courier 

service, and photography service) (see Table 6.2). Of these, 71 shops (or 26.9% of all shops) specialize 

in selling crafts (see Figure 6.2 and Table 6.2). The routes shown in Figure 6.2 connect the main visiting 

spots in Xidi, taking in the majority of the ancient Huizhou architecture. Most craft shops are situated 

in Dalu Street 1, Henglu Street, and Zhijie Street 1 and 2—the southern half of the central section of 

the village (see Figure 6.2). Accommodation and restaurants are mostly distributed on the periphery and 

northern half of the central section of the village. 
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Figure 6.2 Distribution of craft shops at Xidi 

Source: Mapping in accordance with statistics recorded in fieldwork 

Table 6.2 Tourism businesses at Xidi calculated in October 2018 

Street name Craft shops Accommodation Food Beverage Tea Others Gross 

Entrance lanes 5 Local: 2 1 12 Local: 5 3 Local: 0 1 7 29 

Nonlocal: 3 Nonlocal: 7 Nonlocal: 3 

Dalu Street 1 25 Local: 15 7 14 Local: 9 9 Local: 4 4 2 61 

Nonlocal: 10 Nonlocal: 5 Nonlocal: 5 

Dalu Street 2 4 Local: 0 5 35 Local: 7 6 Local: 2 1 0 51 

Nonlocal: 4 Nonlocal: 28 Nonlocal: 4 

Zhijie Street 1 7 Local: 5 1 5 Local: 3 2 Local: 2 9 1 25 

Nonlocal: 2 Nonlocal: 2 Nonlocal: 0 

Zhijie Street 2 8 Local: 2 23 8 Local: 4 6 Local: 1 1 3 49 

Nonlocal: 6 Nonlocal: 4 Nonlocal: 5 

Henglu Street 

 

20 

 

Local: 13 3 

 

3 

 

Local: 3 1 

 

Local: 1 6 0 33 

Nonlocal: 7 Nonlocal: 0 Nonlocal: 0 

Tiangan Lane 2 Local: 2 7 6 Local: 3 0 0 0 15 

Nonlocal: 0 Nonlocal: 3 

Gross 71 Local: 39 47 83 Local: 34 27 Local: 10 22 13 263 

Nonlocal: 32 Nonlocal: 49 Nonlocal: 17 

Percentage 26.9% Local: 55% 17.9% 31.5% Local: 41% 10.3

% 

Local: 37% 8.3

% 

5.1% 100% 

Nonlocal: 

45% 

Nonlocal: 

59% 

Nonlocal: 

63% 

Focusing only on the craft shops (see Table 6.3), nonlocal craft shops make up 45% of all craft shops. 

They sell generic Chinese and international tourist crafts, such as textiles, silk clothes and ancient 

costumes, African drums, replica antique crafts, modern art crafts such as oil paintings, typical tourism 

accessories (e.g., porcelain necklaces, key chains, fridge magnets), imitative antiques, Chinese 

traditional calligraphy and paintings, sugar-coated figurines, and alloy braiding. The remainder of the 
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craft shops (55%) sell local crafts, such as calligraphic tools (e.g., brush pens, inkstones, and ink stick), 

Huizhou Four Carvings (i.e., wood, stone, brick, and bamboo carving) and affiliated carvings (e.g., seal 

carving, root carving) made with traditional Huizhou carving skills. The criteria I used to judge whether 

a craft item was ‘local’ is whether this area has a history of this type of craft production and whether 

the item was produced by local people. ‘Local people’ here refers not just to Xidi villagers but also 

extends to the broader area of the ancient Huizhou Regions as illustrated in Figure 6.1. That is why I 

consider She inkstone as a local craft.  

Table 6.3 Tourism craft shops and items at Xidi calculated in October 2018 

Xidi Crafts Number of shops Percentage 

Local types Calligraphic tools (e.g., inkstone, 

brush pen) 

13 39 18% 55% 

Root carving 4 6% 

Huizhou carvings 19 27% 

Seal carving 3 4% 

Nonlocal 

types 

Textile crafts 7 32 10% 45% 

African drum 1 1.5% 

Replica antique crafts 6 8% 

Imitative antiques 5 7% 

Modern accessories 8 11% 

Calligraphy and paintings 1 1.5% 

Oil painting 2 3% 

Sugar-coated figurines 1 1.5% 

Alloy braiding 1 1.5% 

Gross 71 100% 

Over 90% of the owners of craft shops in Xidi are not the producer of the crafts they sell. Nonlocal 

crafts sold at Xidi are sourced from neighboring markets, such as Zhejiang 浙江 (e.g., factory-produced 

textile clothes, tourism accessories), Henan 河南 (e.g., imitative antiques, replica antique crafts), 

Jingdezhen 景德镇 (e.g., replica antique porcelain and modern porcelain accessories) and Tunxi 屯溪 

(e.g., imitative antiques, replica antique crafts). A few artists (such as oil painters) rent spaces in which 

to create and sell their own artworks to tourists. For local crafts, fewer than four out of ten shop owners 

are masters of craftsmanship. Most local crafts on sale in Xidi are sourced from neighboring Huizhou 

areas, such as She County and Dafan village 大畈村 of Wuyuan 婺源 for She inkstone, Tunxi for 

calligraphic tools, and Yi County town for Huizhou carvings. Almost all of the local crafts are from the 

area, but they are not directly produced by the shop owner. In total, local craft shops make up only 15% 

of all tourism businesses in Xidi. In fact, most villagers now prefer to operate businesses with faster 

sales returns, such as food and beverage. In the last two years, wealthy villagers have started to run 

accommodation inns by refitting buildings. The number of shops selling local crafts has been fairly 

stable, decreasing slightly in recent years due to a national slump in the market for arts and crafts. 

As calculated in 2015, over 80% of all tourism business in Xidi village is managed by villagers (Xu and 

Gan 2016, 103); the rest (20%) are mostly run by residents of neighboring counties, such as Xiuning 

休宁, She County, and Jingdezhen. In the last five years, a few businessmen from first-tier cities, such 
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as XG4_CP, have invested in high-end inns in Xidi, which implies that more external capital is starting 

to flow into Xidi. Even so, the population of Xidi villagers working in tourism businesses is unlikely to 

decrease and may even increase in the next 5 years, because locals have inherent advantages (e.g., lower 

costs) in managing tourism businesses. Overall the tourism market in Xidi has been declining since 

2013 (Xu and Gan 2016, 103) because total visitor numbers have fallen, but villager businessmen have 

not quit their businesses because they are still making profits. Although they are no longer as successful 

as in the tourism heyday period, local business confidence remains relatively high. 

Hongcun and Xidi are similar scenic spots that were jointly listed on the UNESCO World Heritage List 

because of their well-preserved architectural heritage. Xidi is less commodified than Hongcun. My 

criteria for judging the degree of tourism commodification lies in the total number of tourism enterprises 

and the percentage of nonlocal goods. In addition to the tourism businesses within the village, Hongcun 

constructed a Tourism Craft Market on the periphery of the village. The main tourist routes of Hongcun 

are full of food and beverage outlets with a small proportion of craft businesses. Most of the tourist 

accommodation is distributed along the alleys of the village periphery. As per Table 6.4, the total number 

of tourism businesses in Hongcun is 423, 60% more than in Xidi; while the total size of Hongcun is 

19.11 hectares, only 47% larger than Xidi’s 13 hectares. As per the comparative Table 6.5, shops selling 

nonlocal crafts at Hongcun account for 65.2%, which is higher than the 45% at Xidi. Positive comments 

by tourists in Xidi, praising it for being less commodified than Hongcun, support the statistical findings.  

Table 6.4 Tourism business at Hongcun calculated in October 2018 

Area Craft shops Accommodation Food Beverage Tea Others Gross 

Hongcun 

village 

interior 

63 Local:22 78 107 Local:95 37 Local: 11 26 15 326 

Nonlocal: 

41 

Nonlocal: 

12 

Nonlocal: 

26 

Hongcun 

Tourism Craft 

Market on the 

periphery of 

village 

49 Local:17 0 19 Local:13 9 Local: 9 20 0 97 

Nonlocal: 

32 

Nonlocal: 

6 

Nonlocal: 

0 

Gross 112 Local:39 78 126 Local:108 46 Local:20 46 15 423 

Nonlocal: 

73 

Nonlocal: 

18 

Nonlocal: 

26 

Percentage 26.5

% 

Local: 

34.8% 

18.4% 29.8% Local: 

85.7% 

10.9

% 

Local: 

43.5% 

10.9

% 

3.5% 100% 

Nonlocal: 

65.2% 

Nonlocal: 

14.3% 

Nonlocal: 

56.5% 
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Table 6.5 Comparison between Xidi and Hongcun about tourism commodification 

Village 

name 

Craft shops Accommodation Food Beverage Tea Others Gross 

Xidi  

 

71 Local:39 47 83 Local:34 27 Local:10 22 13 263 

Nonlocal: 

32 

Nonlocal: 

49 

Nonlocal: 17 

26.9

% 

Local: 55% 17.9% 31.5

% 

Local: 41% 10.3

% 

Local: 37% 8.3

% 

5.1% 100% 

Nonlocal: 

45% 

Nonlocal: 

59% 

Nonlocal: 

63% 

Hongcun  112 Local:39 78 126 Local:108 46 Local:20 46 15 423 

Nonlocal: 

73 

Nonlocal: 

18 

Nonlocal: 26 

26.5

% 

Local: 

34.8% 

18.4% 29.8

% 

Local: 

85.7% 

10.9

% 

Local: 43.5% 10.9

% 

3.5% 100% 

Nonlocal: 

65.2% 

Nonlocal: 

14.3% 

Nonlocal: 

56.5% 

6.3 Data Processing and Coding 

Following the coding strategies that I utilized and illustrated in Chapters 4 and 5, my analysis of the 

data from Xidi initially produced 2173 nodes using the line-by-line coding method. These were then 

clustered into 13 main categories (see primary circles linked to rectangles in Figure 6.3) through my 

focused coding. Three axes (see the rectangles in Figure 6.3) were generated through the generalization 

function of the ‘Word Frequency Query’. The axial coding results are displayed in Figure 6.3, and this 

diagram forms the basis for my discussion and interpretation of the results in Section 6.4.  

In Figure 6.3, the rectangles refer to axes; the primary circles directly pointing to the rectangles refer to 

the main categories; the number in the one-way arrows refers to the number of references. A reference 

equals an initial node in the line-by-line coding strategy. For example, there are 114 references pointing 

from ‘customer types’ to ‘tourists and craft customers’, meaning that in all of my interview records 

there are 114 transcribed interview lines relating to the theme ‘customer types’. The reference total of 

secondary categories may be larger than that of the main category being pointed to, because at this stage 

repeated references are just counted as one reference.  
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Figure 6.3 Axial coding that shows the texture of relationships between axes and main categories  

(Xidi case study) 

6.4 Coding Results 

6.4.1 Craftspeople, Crafts Production, and Craftsmanship 

6.4.1.1 Craftspeople 

Craftspeople’s Judgment on Crafts 

Craftspeople in Xidi disagreed with the criticism from some members of the general public about the 

homogeneity and machine production of the crafts on sale in Xidi. As XG12_JM claimed, stone 

carvings of a very similar appearance were likely made by the same batch of artisans because the design 

cost is so high that artisans cannot afford to change designs frequently. Observed in detail, nuances can 

be found as hand carving always produces minor differences. Even though modern technologies are 

now widely used in craft production, some manual techniques cannot be replaced by machines. 

XG12_WH visited Beijing and Hubei to investigate the application of 3D machine-carving technology 

in bamboo carving. He found that bamboo carving cannot be easily handled by a machine because of 

the curved surface of the bamboo. To identify machine production, the first step is to look at how many 

layers of carving have been made. Carving of over three layers is very difficult to achieve using a 
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machine. The surface of deep areas is usually rough because standard machines cannot carve to any 

great depth. The second method is to observe the lines—machine carving cannot create a line with both 

thick and thin effects, while hand carving can make the ends of lines thinner. Similarly for inkstones, 

machine carving cannot make full use of the nature of the stone material. As an old saying goes, ‘seeing 

is believing’. To persuade customers of the authenticity of their handicrafts, artisans at Xidi passionately 

display their production processes, usually setting up an active workbench in their doorway.  

Though tourism crafts were universally criticized by customers as overpriced, the craftspeople of Xidi 

provide justifications. Firstly, tourism craft prices are negotiable. Artisans acknowledged that tourists 

ultimately decide on the final price through negotiation. Secondly, the cost of producing crafts is 

increasing because there has been an overall decrease in the number of craftspeople, and an increasing 

cost both of labor and raw materials. Artisans have four criteria for judging the value of crafts. The 

fundamental two criteria are the quality of the raw material and the workmanship (including creation 

designs). The cost of raw materials for an authentic She inkstone accounts for over 40% of the craft’s 

transaction price. The youngest generation of current senior masters of She inkstone was born in the 

1970s; few members of subsequent generations have joined the trade, and this has served to increase 

the value of the workmanship. A flexible criterion is the self-assessment of artisans about the value of 

their own work. Before sales, artisans comprehensively assess their crafts, taking their reputation in the 

craft domain into consideration. The last criterion is market demand. As a commodity, no matter how 

high artisans evaluate the value of their crafts, without demand from the market the achievable value 

has a limit.  

Craftspeople’s View of ICH Commodification 

At Xidi, most craftspeople viewed the commodification of craftsmanship as positive. Interviewed 

artisans acknowledged that customer demands are more important than traditional inheritance, and they 

further noted that traditional craftsmanship must be renewed in accordance with market changes. This 

stance is understandable since artisans have to make a living, particularly under the contemporary 

circumstances where the mass market has largely abandoned traditional crafts. There are several good 

examples where artisans have managed to strike a balance between market demands and traditional 

inheritance. Straw braiding artisan XG12_Master Yuan, for example, now uses alloy wire to braid 

sought-after figures, such as animals with auspicious meanings in Chinese culture and popular cartoon 

figures (see Figure 6.4). As he said, tourists will not consume the works if they do not know or are 

unfamiliar with traditional crafts. The premise is that if a market still needs those crafts then the 

craftsmanship will not die out. However, this level of commercial dynamism can put authentic 

craftsmanship in danger, and it overly relies on the artisans themselves to ensure the conservation of 

traditional craft knowledge. 
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Figure 6.4 Alloy braiding Chinese auspicious animals (Left) and cartoon figures (Right) 

Source: Photographed at XG12_Master Yuan’s stall in the Hundred Craftspeople Hall of Xidi 

 in October 2018. 

Hierarchical Needs of Craftspeople 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is a theory of human motivation summarizing five types of human needs, 

often depicted as hierarchical levels within a pyramid. From the bottom (most fundamental) upwards, 

the five needs respectively are physiological needs, safety needs, love and belonging needs, esteem 

needs, and the need for self-actualization (Maslow 1943). This theory is sometimes used to explore 

employee engagement and professional performance (Alajmi and Alasousi 2019; Ștefan, Popa, and 

Albu 2020). I adopt Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs to analyze whether the multi-level needs of 

craftspeople at Xidi are well fulfilled and to what extent the status quo (i.e., the fulfillment of multiple 

needs) motivates their craft production practice. 

Level 1 (Physiological Needs): Income and Rental Cost 

The salary scale for craft producers is not high. As XG12_Master Pan noted, carvers’ income is similar 

to builder laborers and is just enough to support the basic living expenses of a family. XG12_Master 

Yuan also complained about the low returns of hourly work in alloy braiding: “it takes several hours to 

earn just 30 yuan”. The comparatively low wages of the sector harm the enthusiasm of both artisans 

and apprentices in skills development and craft creation. More disappointingly, the high cost (especially 

the rent) of managing a craft business in a scenic spot such as Xidi is squeezing out artisan viability. At 

Xidi, a 20m2 storefront on the main tourist route costs 50,000 yuan rent annually. I was told that 

Hongcun rental was increasing and that this had forced some artisans and businessmen to move to Xidi, 

where rents were not as high as Hongcun. Rent is not a problem for the local businessmen who own 

ancestral houses at Hongcun and Xidi; however, they are now in the minority. For non-villagers, the 

high rents are definitely not well-suited to artisans engaged in time-consuming craftsmanship. Fast 

returns and high sales volumes are the priorities for tenants. Therefore, to some extent, increasingly 

high local rents are resulting in greater commodification and machine production as well as shop 

management by non-locals. 
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Level 2 (Safety Needs): Occupational Health and Safety  

Occupational diseases are consistent problems for artisans. As XG12_Master Pan mentioned, his 

generation has almost left the carving domain because their hands are out of shape; especially after the 

age of 60, the body of many carvers is in poor condition. XG12_Master Yuan also suffered hand 

problems due to intensified daily braiding work. In the inkstone domain, lung diseases and back 

problems are common due to the amount of time spent polishing and carving stone. For self-employed 

artisans, the prevention of these occupational diseases is far from easy. Most young artisans, as well as 

some senior masters, are concerned about their future health. As XG1_Master Meng said, acrobats who 

leave the acrobatic troupe cannot find proper work since they have neither a good education nor other 

professional skills. Craftspeople are also concerned about similar problems since most of them joined 

the craft domain as teenagers, and they also have limited education and other professional skills. Self-

employed artisans face the problems of having no pension and no medical compensation, and this 

affects the appeal of working in this industry. Restricted by their shoestring budgets, most craft 

businesses and artisans lack entrepreneurship skills. Except for XG12_ Hu Xiaoshi, all the interviewed 

artisans expressed their wish to maintain their current lifestyles without going backwards, partly 

because of their age and experience and partly because of their lack of funds to expand their business.  

Level 3 (Belonging Needs): Membership of Associations, Peer Competition 

Artisans at Xidi have their own formal circles for the communication of their professional skills. The 

fame of craftsmanship was first cultivated among connoisseurs, then spread to the public through titles 

and honorable competition awards. XG12_Master Yu proudly drew my attention to a certificate that 

was posted on the wall of his workshop, telling me: 

I have been a member of the Huangshan Painting and Calligraphy Association since 1995. My seal 

works have been published on the internal magazine of this association whose readers are from the 

calligraphy and painting fields.  

The recognition from craft associations motivates artisans to be active in their domains. Even so, for 

artisans at Xidi, because of their dual identity as both producer and seller, the competitive nature of the 

craft business creates largely discordant rather than collegial relations between artisans. 

Level 4 (Esteem Needs): Competitions, Title, Social Engagement, and Professional 

Platform 

A group of artisans actively attend competitions not just to win awards but to promote their 

craftsmanship. An example is the national ICH Braiding Competition that is held every two years in 

Beijing. XG12_Master Yuan took six months to finish a first-prize masterpiece: a one-meter high 

Optimus Prime (a figure from the Transformers cartoon franchise), which finally sold for 20,000 yuan. 

In Beijing and Shanghai, similar competitions featuring ICH activities, such as sugar blowing, are also 
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regularly organized. These competitions encourage artisans to be innovative and work on non-

commercial craft pieces. As XG12_Master Yuan said, “If I had not attended that competition, I would 

absolutely not have devoted so much time to creating one Transformer.” 

With the spread of the nomination projects of representative ICH items and inheritors since 2005, 

interviewees such as XG12_FZH, XG12_ Hu Xiaoshi and XG12_Master Ma have been listed as ICH 

inheritors at different levels. Several years ago, the county government called upon She inkstone 

craftspeople to apply to become ICH inheritors, but because the market was booming at that time, few 

artisans made the effort to apply for the title. This title, while prestigious, also brings with it distractions 

from art creation and a real ICH career. As XG12_ Hu Xiaoshi claimed, contemporary ICH inheritors 

must not only create more quality crafts but now they also have to attend diverse social engagements 

and maintain a public media profile. XG12_ Hu Xiaoshi used to manage a craft shop at Xidi but left 

soon after becoming an ICH inheritor. As he said, “Though I can earn a lot of money in scenic spots, I 

could not do what an artisan should do. So I left Xidi and am now fully devoted to creation, now I have 

two art galleries.” Truly successful artisans therefore sometimes need a professional platform beyond 

tourism to further their career in craftsmanship. 

Level 5 (Self-Actualization): Loyalty, Participation Awareness in Public Affairs, the Free 

Transmission of Skills 

Though situated in a commercial tourism environment, some artisans maintain their loyalty to authentic 

traditional craftsmanship. Traditional Chinese seals generally used Zhuan character 篆体, which 

enabled carvers to design bold shapes. XG12_Master Zhang perseveres in the most traditional form of 

seal craftsmanship, rejecting carving English letters on seal stones. As he said, “I am not familiar with 

the letter carving. I think English letters cannot well express the traditional Chinese characters’ charm 

via the seal form.” Further loyalty to craftsmanship is reflected in a strong personal commitment to skill 

demonstration. XG12_Master Yuan commits to making a high-quality craft work every two years for 

the national competition—not for the award but to ensure that he continues to develop his skills in a 

competitive commercial environment. 

A number of artisans at Xidi also generously offer to teach skills and craft knowledge to tourists and 

visitors. XG12_Master Zhang has a plate saying ‘Free Consultation’ in his workshop. He explained, “I 

am happy to teach all my skills to anyone who wants to learn. Some sketching students just take 57 

days to master the skill quickly.” The passing on of ICH has long relied on this kind of voluntary service; 

however, most artisans seldom think about this because they consider that such training is the 

government’s duty.  
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6.4.1.2 Production 

Huizhou Carvings 

Restricted by its mountainous topography, the ancient Huizhou region lacked farmland and this forced 

residents to find alternatives—such as handicrafts—in order to make a living. Abundant forest resources 

provided the Huizhou people with inexhaustible supplies of bamboo, timber, and stone, which gave 

them a natural advantage for carving skills development (Wang and Bao 1986, 2; Liu 1987). Wealthy 

Huizhou merchants in the Ming and Qing dynasties returned to their hometowns, such as Xidi, to 

construct delicate dwellings as a symbol of their fortune and status (Wang and Bao 1986). Huizhou 

carvings were historically used in architectural decorations on roofs, beams, doors, and windows, 

emphasizing the fineness and detail of the building craftsmanship. It is the delicate workmanship that 

endows these carvings with high artistic value. A Xidi villager said that a foreign tourist offered 100,000 

dollars to buy an antique window stone carving in Xidi but was refused by the house’s owner.  

With the change of architectural styles after the 1920s, the application of Huizhou carvings in buildings 

became less prevalent. Wood carving skills on furniture remained prevalent. The grandfather and father 

of XG12_Master Pan were both carpenters proficient in indoor furniture production for villagers. Today, 

the tourism market promotes artisans to develop Huizhou carving into smaller individual art crafts, 

mostly for private collections. Huizhou carvings carry the symbolism of a good life with much fortune 

and luck. Those spiritual features have been interpreted in contemporary tourism carving works (see 

Figure 6.5). Thirty-three percent of Xidi’s craft shops sell Huizhou carvings (see Table 6.3) because 

they are a famous, local, traditional form of craftsmanship with a high reputation both in ancient and 

modern China. 

 

Figure 6.5 Woodcarving craft sold at Xidi 

Note: This carving work shows a squirrel crawling on a branch. The squirrel in Chinese traditional culture 

is an auspicious figure that means ‘bring good fortune’ (song-fu 送福). This craft implies a good wish for a 

cozy and wealthy life. Source: Photographed on 23 October 2018 



167 

Today, fewer young people in Xidi are doing carving work. In the tourism context, food and 

accommodation produce better incomes than the craft business. Moreover, traditional craftsmanship 

work needs a solid knowledge of fine arts, which has to be cultivated from childhood. While many 

artisans still hold an optimistic attitude towards craft production (see Appendix 7) quite a few people 

have left the craft domain in recent years. As XG12_ Hu Xiaoshi explained, “When the market gets 

better and when good chances come, artisans who left the craft domain will return. After all, they have 

already mastered this craftsmanship.”  

Raw material is an essential factor deciding the authenticity of a craft. There is no training workplace 

at Xidi or even in Yi County; the only ICH training base is in Huangshan city center, but this is too far 

away for most locals. XG12_ Hu Xiaoshi said, “Huizhou stone carving uses local stone material Yi-

xian-qing 黟县青—we would lose the creation ‘soil’ if we left this place.” Craftsmanship is a regional 

culture that does not transplant—it needs to happen in its original home. Only when artisans are 

thoroughly grounded in local geography and culture can they create authentic crafts.  

Machine production has shocked some traditions of hand carving severely. In Xidi, some mechanized 

knives are used by Huizhou carving artisans, which differ considerably from the 1980s, when carvers 

only had the original carving knives. How to sharpen dozens of different types of knives was a 

compulsory topic of learning for apprentices of the 1980s. At this time, bamboo carvers relied on hand 

painting to design a carving work. Now people can download pictures they like and print them out to 

any size. Senior artisans such as XG12_Master Pan criticized designs utilizing hi-tech methods as 

lacking ‘soul’, though he acknowledged that they are more efficient. A few senior artisans in Xidi are 

still persevering with traditional patterns, interpreting ancient Huizhou spiritual essence in their carving 

works. As XG3_Karsten said: 

I may buy a craft because it looks nice. But if I know the knowledge or culture behind the craft, 

I will be much more impressed, because it transmits not only the beautiful appearance but also 

the profound cultural value of the craft. A good craft can act as an epitome that helps us 

understand the history of a region. 

There is a new production pattern that differs from self-employment and factory manufacture: the 

Huizhou Carving Research Institute (HCRI), which was founded by XG12_ Hu Xiaoshi in 2005. The 

HCRI provides a good example of how an individual craftsman’s entrepreneurship can contribute to 

cultivating craft talents and to commercializing craftsmanship. To attract more members to participate 

in HCRI, XG12_ Hu Xiaoshi advertised at the Huangshan Television station to recruit apprentices. 

Anyone willing to learn Huizhou carving could join in HCRI for free classes and could decide to stay 

or leave when they finished learning. The first group of recruited apprentices numbered over ten people. 

In 2006, apprentices in HCRI were paid 700800 yuan monthly. However, XG12_ Hu Xiaoshi faced a 

financial shortage when apprentices became numerous. He applied for a mortgage loan and finally used 
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the money to help the HCRI get through a tough period. The specialized laboring division was clear in 

HCRI. The design department produced concepts and then sent them to the workshops for mass 

production. It is important to note that the ‘mass-production’ was conducted by manual carving rather 

than by machines. The HCRI cares about artisans’ health and safety. For instance, artisans at HCRI are 

required to wear a respirator during stone polishing, and every workbench has ash adsorption equipment. 

From 2007 to 2009, HCRI attracted plenty of orders thanks to the interest of local government and 

enterprises in Huizhou carving works. During the peak period of the HCRI, it had about 50 members, 

including carving artisans and administrative staff. It also organized several itinerant exhibitions of 

carving works nationwide. In 2009, their crafts harvested good recognition from the public. Now due 

to the slumped market, the scale of the HCRI is shrinking. 

She Inkstones 

She inkstone—as one of the Four Famous Inkstones of China—was named after its stone source area, 

namely the Ancient She Region that covers the current She County, Xiuning, Yi County, and Wuyuan. 

The best stone mines are located at the Longwei Mountain 龙尾山 at the junction of She County and 

Wuyuan (Hu 2003, 2—3). The stone mining at Longwei Mountain dates back to the Tang dynasty, and 

reached its peak in the Song dynasty (9601279) (Hu 2003, 67). Ancient people categorized the mines 

before the Song dynasty as Laokeng 老坑; after Song they were called Xinkeng 新坑. Because the 

quality of most of Xinkeng’s stone is inferior to Laokeng’s, the term ‘Laokeng 老坑 stone’ now refers 

to first-class inkstone material (Hu 2003, 38). Why is the stone so important for inkstone crafts? 

Inkstone was a practical tool in traditional Chinese calligraphy and painting. The intensive, tiny sharp 

‘needles’ on the surface of Laokeng stone produces a terrific famo 发墨 effect.67 In recent years, the 

Laokeng stone has nearly been exhausted, and the mines in Longwei Mountain are close to being closed 

by the local government for environmental protection. Artisans have to buy Laokeng stones from 

households that stored some before the government put in place controls over stone mining. 

Consequently, alternative stones, such as Jiujiang stone 九江石 and Yushan stone 玉山石, are becoming 

more widely used in She inkstone production. Alternative stones are adequate for common calligraphic 

usage, though their Famo effect is not as good as Laokeng stone. 

She inkstone production was interrupted many times after the Song dynasty because of regime changes 

and landslides in the mine regions (Hu 2003, 69—71). In 1972, Prime Minister Zhou Enlai called for 

the recovery of She inkstone production. Subsequently, a state-owned She inkstone factory was set up 

in She County. In the late 1990s, all of the factory workers were laid off when state-owned enterprises 

                                                      
67 Famo refers to the degree and the speed of the carbon molecules fusing with the water molecules. Inkstick grinding on She 

inkstone can produce oily ink, which is good for fluent calligraphy. 
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were privatised or closed. A few artisans, such as XG12_FZH, then moved to nearby well-known scenic 

spots such as Xidi, but most laid-off inkstone carvers stayed in She County and formed several clusters 

of private craft production, such as the well-known Inkstone Carving Market (ICM). Presently, there 

are thousands of inkstone carvers in She County, and the population of craftspeople is stable thanks to 

the advantages of local stone materials, craftsmanship, labor supply, and the high reputation of She 

Inkstone. The annual rent of a 20m2 storefront in the ICM is about 10,000 yuan, which is much lower 

than the rental at Xidi and Hongcun. Artisans in ICM help each other, for example by recommending 

that customers visit neighboring workshops if they have no stock. This friendly atmosphere is quite 

different from the competitive atmosphere in Xidi and Hongcun. During the peak season, ICM artisans 

keep stock from other places such as Dafan village of Wuyuan. 

Dafan village is located at the foot of Longwei Mountain. Two out of Ten Northern Song Ancient Mines 

of She Inkstone are located in Dafan. This village continues to supply premium stones to inkstone 

carvers nationwide, particularly in the nearby She County. During the heyday of the She inkstone market 

(20062012), Dafan only produced one or two types of inkstone and the patterns were not as varied as 

those from the She County. To improve the standard of local workmanship, Dafan recruited many 

inkstone masters from She County. In recent years, Dafan has gradually improved its level of quality 

and has become a competitor with She County. 

As many interviewed artisans explained, a good inkstone craftsperson needs to know about painting, 

calligraphy, literature, history, and culture, or else they will produce ‘stiff’ objects that lack ‘soul’. The 

most difficult part of inkstone production is in the design because the inkstone needs to build upon the 

natural beauty of the stone, such as its original color, texture, shape, and thickness. The designs of 

ancient inkstones need to match the spiritual preference of the literati. At the same time, inkstone 

artisans today also embrace contemporary aesthetic changes, modifying some details to enhance the 

craft, blending traditional practices with aspects of modern design. 

Most inkstones on sale at Xidi are in traditional styles that adopt classic motifs, such as flowers and 

birds. However, exact replicas of ancient inkstones are not common. Ancient inkstones look 

“comfortable” because the measurements of their length, width, and height all comply with the “golden 

ratio”. Artisans have to follow these measurements strictly if they wish to produce a qualified replica,  

but this leads to a lot of stone waste because the stones have to be cut down to the ideal proportions.  

Laokeng 老坑 stones are precious and scarce, and so some craftspeople abandon the ideal measurements 

and now design crafts more in accordance with the shape of the original stone material. Most customers 

today lack sufficient professional knowledge to appreciate the art involved in creating the ancient 

inkstones. This discourages the ongoing production of high-quality craft that imitates the ancient 

inkstones, and pushes producers towards less resource-intensive, modern methods in which some of the 

ancient inherited values are abandoned.  
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The market for inkstones in Xidi is divided into two parts: expensive, finely crafted, high-prestige 

inkstones that are totally handmade; and low-price inkstones that are mostly machine produced. Despite 

the time-consuming workmanship and high cost of handmade inkstones, there is still a niche market for 

them as fine art crafts, but the Eight-point Regulation of the Centre (中央八项规定)68  policy in 

operation since 2013 has caused a notable reduction in this demand. Machine production is therefore 

starting to dominate. It produces a higher yield and lower-cost crafts. The machine-made inkstones are 

now selling at a comparatively large trade volume.  

6.4.1.3 Craftsmanship Transmission  

Lucun is a vivid example of the general situation of craftsmanship transmission in the cultural villages 

of Yi County. Lucun village is well-known for its woodcarving, represented by its Qing dynasty 

architectural complex. However, most of the children of the ancient carving families in this village have 

not inherited their ancestral carving skills. In my village tour, I found 60% of households attach an iron 

plaque saying “Military Families” on their doors. This means that young males in these families are 

now serving in the army. Most of the remaining young villagers now work outside (e.g., in Shanghai), 

leaving only young children and elders behind. There are now no craftspeople left at Lucun except one 

middle-aged bamboo weaver who sells baskets in the county town. A few carpenters make wooden beds 

for the tourist hotel located at the village entrance. In other tourist villages, such as Hongcun and Xidi, 

“artisan” has become a less-popular occupation among young villagers. The systematic transmission of 

craftsmanship knowledge is now taking place in only a few advantageous craft regions—such as She 

County—in the form of apprenticeships, school coursework, and family teaching. Very few insightful 

artisans, such as XG12_ Hu Xiaoshi, have created innovative approaches to cultivate craft talents, such 

as the HCRI model from Huizhou discussed above.  

Apprenticeship  

Huizhou has historically prioritized school education over craft in cultivating the young generation. In 

the 1980s, some craft families at Xidi sent children who were doing poorly at school to local masters 

for craftsmanship learning, as in the case of XG12_Master Pan. Parents invited the master to their home 

for a meal and to discuss apprenticeship details. When an agreement was reached, the master held a 

simple enrolment ceremony to acknowledge the master-and-apprentice relationship. In the conventional 

five-year apprenticeship, the first three years were for learning basic skills and the last two years were 

an internship in the master’s workshops. The older-generation masters knew how to carve but mostly 

                                                      
68 The Eight-point Regulation of the Center is stipulated by Xi Jinping, the General Secretary of the Communist Party. It 

includes a set of regulations to tackle the culture of privilege that has penetrated Chinese officialdom during the rule of Xi’s 

predecessors. The usage of governmental funds was strictly supervised, so spending a lot of public funds to buy gift crafts was 

forbidden among officials. 
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relied on personal sense, inherited patterns, and experience. They inherited the traditional teaching 

methods, such as hands-on instruction. 

Painting skills help the design of crafts. Traditional apprentices spent several years learning painting, 

while the Internet now enables contemporary apprentices to download pictures. The seemingly more 

convenient technique can prohibit the cultivation of a qualified artisan. 

The number of contemporary learners is decreasing in contrast with the past, when a master might be 

teaching five to six apprentices simultaneously. Take inkstone carving as an example: the essential 

calligraphy, painting, cultural knowledge, and carving skills are not easy to master within the current 

three-year apprenticeship. Besides, the dropout rate is high among young apprentices. As XG12_FZH 

calculated, among his apprentices, only 30 to 40% complete the apprenticeship. Alternative occupations 

that are better paid, and provide faster returns and better work environments are weakening young 

trainees’ determination to finish the challenging apprenticeship.  

ICH Training Class in Middle Schools 

In She County, some local senior artisans and ICH inheritors cooperated with the Xingzhi middle school 

行知中学 to open an ICH training class 非遗班 in inkstone carving that consists of two years of 

theoretical learning and a one-year internship in an inkstone factory or workshop. About 30% of young 

artisans in the ICM of She County come from this approach. However, most graduates from this project 

choose to manage online craft businesses instead of manufacturing crafts. In their online shops, they 

usually display photographs from workshops or studios to suggest they produced the crafts in person.  

Family Teaching 

The young generation whose families engaged in craft production and craft businesses show more 

interest in the skills from childhood. XG12_Master Zhang observed his father carving seals from seven 

years of age and soon became interested in the work. He clipped good pictures and characters from 

newspapers and collected them as materials for future design. In middle school, he carved seals for 

classmates as practice. Realizing his talent and interest, his father gave him a set of tools and started to 

systematically teach him. He developed seal-carving skills, such as writing calligraphic characters, 

doing two hours per day practice from childhood till now. The older generation did not leave written 

materials, so he records his craftsmanship and experience so that the next generation can learn the craft 

more conveniently. He is critical of the current preference for ‘fast culture’ that leads to the waning of 

time-consuming but valuable craftsmanship.  

Another advantage of family transmission lies in the disposition cultivated since childhood that helps a 

professional sense of craft creation to develop. Even so, conservatism is common among craft families. 

XG12_Master Yu rejects teaching non-family members because he insists the craftsmanship can best 
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be inherited within the family sphere. His family still follows the principle that each generation must 

compile a Seal Collection that only circulates within their own family.  

Nowadays, the reluctance to learn craftsmanship among the young generation also emerges in craft 

families. Almost all interviewed artisans expressed respect for their children’s autonomous decisions 

regarding their future careers. Affected by Huizhou’s traditional preference for education, artisans in 

the Ancient Huizhou Regions prefer their children to receive a good education in universities rather 

than becoming an artisan. 

Other Transmission Paths  

In the tourism context, salespeople (mainly shop owners or artisans) play a key role in spreading 

knowledge of craftsmanship to tourists. This knowledge, such as how to observe the texture of stone, 

helps customers to identify high- and low-quality crafts. Despite its simplicity, this introduction raises 

public awareness of traditional craftsmanship safeguarding, which cultivates the market for traditional 

crafts. The consumption of crafts needs a bridge between a craft’s appearance and its underlying value, 

since the culture and value behind a craft is more impressive than its appearance—salespeople act as 

the “bridge builder”. 

Most shop owners who sell local crafts at Xidi are from ancient Huizhou Regions or Xidi. When they 

have contact with tourists, their pride in their local culture and ancestral history drives them to pass 

local knowledge on. Consequently, a friendly relationship between tourists and salespeople takes shape 

and ultimately helps sales. As XG2_Mr Xu recalled: 

Several years ago, I met a tourist in my shop and introduced him the Huizhou history and culture. 

When he left, I gave him a name card. After four years, he re-visited Xidi and we had a nice talk 

about the Huizhou culture. He was deeply attracted by my carving works and finally bought several 

stone carvings.  

Those shop owners I interviewed expressed their pride in selling traditional Huizhou carvings and She 

inkstones to tourists and claimed that they insist on authenticity in their business. When asked the reason 

for selling Huizhou carvings, XG2_Ms Hu said these crafts are carriers of Huizhou culture. XG2_Mr 

Xu planned to include brick carvings in his sale catalogue to try and help save the dying brick 

craftsmanship. He also called on the government, NGOs, artisans, and shop owners to participate in the 

preservation of Huizhou craftsmanship. As he said, “ICH inheritance and safeguarding should be the 

responsibility of every societal member.” He is passionate about spreading local culture to tourists, but 

feels he lacks enough knowledge. He suggested the local government compile craft-related material 

that can be allocated to owners of craft shops at Xidi for further learning. The strong sense of 

responsibility from local craft practitioners in promoting local culture and craft knowledge has become 

an important force in preserving local craftsmanship in the context of tourism. 
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6.4.2 Craft Businesses and Markets  

6.4.2.1 General Introduction 

Craft businesses in Xidi account for only 26.9% of all types of tourism businesses (see Table 6.2). As 

XG12_Master Pan noted, some villagers who managed craft business at Xidi have turned to other types 

such as inns, bars, and cafés in the past two years. He claims, “whilst these new business ventures have 

not been as successful as people hoped, at least they are better than the craft business”. Another trend 

is that more and more non-local crafts are coming into Xidi and Hongcun markets, mainly affected by 

the emerging We-Media such as TikTok 抖音; for example, shop owners in Xidi sold African drums 

because a drum performer who manages a shop in Lijiang was popular on the TikTok platform in 2018.  

Unlike festive community crafts or utilitarian crafts, crafts on sale in Xidi tend to be fine arts that 

function purely as decorative art, which requires appreciation and the financial ability to consume. In 

the years of China’s booming economy, especially before 2013, while some tourists could not appreciate 

advanced crafts their strong purchasing ability meant that many local craft items could be sold for high 

prices. For the past five years, trade has been affected by the economic downturn and Eight-point 

Regulation of the Centre. Tourists have become more cautious and just a few wealthy tourists now 

consume these higher-priced crafts. Connoisseurs or collectors will generally not buy tourism crafts as 

they have specific purchasing approaches, such as auction or direct contact with artisans. Purchasing 

pricy crafts in scenic spots is sometimes seen as risky, since tourism commodities are usually viewed 

as “overpriced”, “fake”, or even “machine-made rubbish”. The bias is unfair to artisans in Xidi. As 

XG12_Master Pan complained, tourists often offer a machine-made product price even after they have 

witnessed the hand-carving process. 

An external reason for the decline of the craft market in Xidi is the change of administrative authority 

over the scenic spot. From 1986 to 2013, Xidi was managed by a village committee. In 2013, Huihuang 

Tourism Company (HTC) took over. Before 2013, Xidi developed tourism as a village collective 

business, sharing the benefits—particularly ticket income—as an annual bonus to all villagers. Almost 

all interpreters69 were Xidi villagers who knew almost everything about the village—they would lead 

tourists to craft shops because it helped increase the income for all villagers. After 2013, the collectively 

owned property became state-owned property. All interpreters have to wear a tracking watch to prevent 

them from leading tourists to craft shops. HTC used the ticket income produced at Xidi to invest in 

neighboring scenic spots, meaning Xidi villagers no longer get the same sure tourism income.  

The reason interpreters are forbidden to guide tourists to buy crafts stems from a conflict between 

                                                      
69 Interpreter here refers to the staff in Xidi who guide tourists along the visiting route and orally introduce a site’s history and 

stories. 
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middle-level managers and grassroots staff. As XG2_Mr Xu introduced: 

Middle-level managers were mostly promoted from the grassroots, who experienced a high 

income because of the shopping commission. When they came to the middle-management 

level, their salary decreased dramatically, though the position was decent. They envied the 

good income of grassroots interpreters. Taking the chance to use tourists’ complaints about 

fakes and overcharging, middle-level managers suggested to the upper level that interpreters 

be banned from taking tourists to shops. At first, the grassroots workers protested the policy, 

but soon they were allocated to marginalized positions such as ticket checks. After displacing 

these old interpreters, HTC recruited young people as new interpreters, most of whom are not 

villagers.  

In this process, the nationalization of Xidi means a disempowerment for villagers that “deprives” their 

village of a range of economic benefits. It is a typical case of discourse failure in the heritage field, as 

extensively noted by heritage researchers (Smith 2006). Tourists were not forced to buy; interpreters 

just led them to crafts, acting as a bridge linking tourists, crafts, and craftspeople. Without the 

interpreters’ introduction to crafts’ cultural meaning, how do tourists know the charm of local 

craftsmanship? Now the bridge has gone. 

In 2018, HTC constructed two projects: Huizhou Cuisine Street (HCS)徽 食 街 and Hundred 

Craftspeople Hall (HCH)百匠堂. The HTC demolished villagers’ snack stalls at Zhi Street 1 and built 

a new cuisine street at Dalu Street 2, at the end of the village guided route (see Figure 6.2). This change 

has destroyed local businesses. The villagers’ stalls sold local snacks and handmade food, but HCS sells 

non-local food. Many tourists I interviewed complained about this project. Worse still, interpreters often 

rush the tour groups through the important village spots, just sparing enough time at HCS to make 

tourists consume there, because HTC receives a 15% commission from HCS.  

To follow the 2018 national policy to ‘Introduce ICH into Scenic Spots’ (see Chapter 3), HCH was 

jointly constructed by HTC and Nanjing Cunpu Tourism Company (NCTC) 南京淳璞旅游公司. Most 

craftspeople stationed in HCH were from NCTC’s subsidiaries in Nanjing, which means Huizhou local 

ICH items have been ignored. Some interviewees appealed to HTC to pay more attention to promote 

Xidi village’s culture, history, and craftsmanship.  

6.4.2.2 Tourism Market of Local Crafts at Xidi 

The She inkstone market at Xidi was rising in acclaim from 2008, when the Beijing Olympic Games 

attracted many tourists from home and abroad, and reached a popularity peak in 20112013. In 2008, 

the stock market was in a slump and a large amount of short-term investment was made in fine art 

collections. However, over the past five years, the fine art market has slowed down dramatically, 
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principally due to the macro-economic environment and government policies. Now, poor quality 

inkstone crafts fill the She inkstone market—especially tourist markets.   

In Xidi, the peak season for the inkstone business is the first half of the year, and the off season begins 

after July. Machine-produced crafts are more price-competitive than handmade crafts. As summarized 

by XG12_FZH, his customers consist of a few professional customers, a few amateur customers, and 

many outsiders. Every year, many universities nationwide organize painting-major students to visit Xidi 

to undertake short-term sketch coursework. The coursework coordinators, who are the teaching staff of 

the painting major, became the customers of Xidi’s advanced inkstones. Nevertheless, most tourists 

cannot distinguish machine-made from handmade, and this affects the enthusiasm of more traditional 

artisans. 

Artisans or shop owners tend to use two approaches with tourists to dispel the suspicion that their 

product is machine made: 1) patient introduction to the craft’s workmanship and stone quality; and 2) 

emphasis on the cradle of She inkstone. To eliminate customers’ worry about being overcharged, shop 

owners explain why crafts deserve a high price and explain the price gap between inferior and superior 

crafts. When asked about online trade, almost all owners showed a reluctance, partly because most of 

them are middle-aged or at an age where they don’t feel confident about using the internet. But perhaps 

more importantly, an online business model is not suitable for the sale of fine-art crafts that need a close 

appreciation of the detail, which can only happen in person.  

With the increase of inns at Xidi in recent years, local carvers were hired to create the interior trim, and 

most repairing work of local ancient architecture is undertaken by local carvers. Some shop owners of 

Huizhou carvings shared with me the fact that quite a few customers see all crafts as machine production. 

In this case, customers are most concerned about the price of crafts. Worse still, machine-made craft 

products are often overpriced—charging customers a handmade-craft price—which disturbs the market 

order.  

During my observation (see Appendix 6), the Huizhou carving shop only concluded one deal, which 

implies that the trade volume of advanced crafts in contemporary Xidi is fairly small. On a tour of 30 

tourists, only one or two batches of tourists—each of which was two to four people—visited the shop. 

Most walk-in tourists stayed ten seconds or less for a quick walk around the craft display areas, or even 

just looked inside the door, probably meaning that they have no interest in these crafts, or have no ability 

to appreciate or to consume these pricy crafts. Some walk-in visitors—such as courtyard visitors, living 

areas, and golden plaque viewers—were more interested in the ancient building and antique decorations. 

Visitors are mostly middle-aged and elderly, with an even gender distribution. This suggests that the 

younger generation lacks interest in advanced crafts.  
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6.4.2.3 Tourism Market of Nonlocal Crafts in Xidi 

In contrast with pricy local crafts, non-local crafts enjoy a large trade volume among tourists. Customers 

of oil painting usually have a good educational background, and equal gender distribution, and are aged 

from 20 to 40, because elders have little knowledge about this western art. Tourists are often concerned 

that paintings for sale are not painted by shop owners, so as a strategy to mitigate this, shop owners sit 

at the front of their shops painting all day, while their spouse took care of the sales and shop.  

Some shops selling replica antique crafts in Xidi benefit from the local strong cultural sense. Indeed, 

these items are stocked from Henan and Zhejiang, where there are several famous villages specializing 

in imitating antiques. As some Xidi villagers noted, in the 1990s some collectors bought a few authentic 

antiques from unsophisticated Xidi villagers at a low price. The news spread, and soon plenty of 

enthusiasts rushed into Xidi. At the beginning of the 2000s, almost every household spread out several 

‘antique crafts’ on the ground claiming they were ancestral materials. As for whether those crafts were 

fake or authentic I cannot judge, but contemporary antiques on sale are mostly replicas.  

Homogenous commodities that appear in nationwide tourism sites also show up at Xidi—mainly cheap 

items such as dresses, hats, and body ornaments (see Figure 6.6). Shop owners usually stock from 

neighboring cities, such as Jingdezhen for porcelain goods and Wenzhou 温州 for factory goods. These 

goods sell well because most tourists prefer cheap and modern goods. Xidi and Hongcun are sketching 

bases and cooperate with many art colleges and universities around China, who annually send their art 

students to Xidi and Hongcun to undertake field sketch courses. Thus, student customers make up a 

large proportion of those purchasing these modern accessories and textile crafts. 

  

Figure 6.6 Dress and hat shop (Left) and body accessories stall (Right) at Xidi 

Source: Photographed on 20 October 2018 

As mentioned earlier, Hundred Craftspeople Hall (HCH) invited many ICH items that are well-known 

nationwide to be stationed there, such as alloy braiding, Chinese traditional acrobatics, and sugar-coated 

figurine blowing. The tourist volume at HCH was not good since tourists had to purchase an additional 
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ticket to enter. During my interview with HCH artisans, I found the trade volume of those crafts was 

rather small, partly because most tourists have no special interest in non-local crafts. 

6.4.2.4 Shop Owners’ Perceived Customer Preferences 

As summarized in Figure 6.7, the owners of craft shops I interviewed perceive five aspects of customer 

preference in craft consumption. The most important aspect is about the craft itself. Shop owners 

perceive that customers care about “design”, “workmanship”, “raw material”, “function”, “local 

cultural features”, “authenticity” (i.e., whether locally produced), “appearance”, “whether handmade” 

(although most tourists cannot tell the difference between handmade and machine-made, they still 

pursue the handmade), “price”, and “fame of crafts”. The second aspect emphasized is about the 

customers themselves. “Personal preferences” and “feeling” about craft products more generally play a 

role in craft consumption. “Sales factors”, “artisans”, and “external factors” affect customer preferences 

and consumption the least.  

Separating crafts into local and non-local categories, I re-categorized shop owners’ perceived 

preferences, as Figure 6.7 shows. For customers of local crafts, they care most about the design of 

crafts—the cultural and artistic value of that craft. Their next preferences are around the raw material 

and workmanship of the crafts. As XG12_FZH pointed out that, the quality of the stone decides 40% 

of the inkstone’s value. After that, price, function, and cultural features of crafts also play important 

roles. Because most local crafts are fine art, given the collection value of the craft, the fame of the crafts 

and artisans, authenticity (locally produced), and handmade are also important. For those customers 

who know little about crafts and their embedded culture, a salespeople’s introduction is crucial for a 

successful deal. 

As shown in Figure 6.7, the factors perceived by shop owners that affect tourists’ consumption of non-

local crafts are not as diverse as those for local crafts. Price ranks uppermost, then external promotion 

(e.g., advertising and marketing) and the function of a craft. As crafts are not indispensable goods, 

salesperson persuasion plays a significant role. Add the fancy appearance, diverse options, and 

reasonable price, and the decision to purchase non-local crafts is easier to understand. This is why 

non-local crafts have a much larger trade volume than local crafts.   
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Figure 6.7 Shop owners’ perceived preferences of customers in Xidi 

6.4.3 Tourists and Craft Customers 

6.4.3.1 Tourists’ View on ICH Commodification 

Among 28 tourists interviewed, over 70% consumed crafts in Xidi. Most had purchased local crafts, 

such as Huizhou Carvings and She inkstone. Non-local crafts purchased were oil painting, ancient coins 

and Chinese traditional toys (see Appendix 8). Most tourists interviewed acknowledged that the market 

gives vitality to ICH development, so they agreed with heritage commodification on the premise that 

crafts should be handmade with inherited skills. According to these interviewees, cultural 

commodification should highlight quality rather than purely quantity. This appeal stems from concerns 

about excessive commodification and homogeneity in the tourism field (Arrunnapaporn 2011; Yang, 

Xu, and Wall 2019; Su 2019). Ubiquitous commercial signs in Xidi indeed take away from the rustic 

sense of an ancient village. Tourists in Xidi have shown a strong aversion to the phenomenon of setting 

up craft businesses in ancient buildings. XG3_Karsten suggested, “Homogeneity and excessive 
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commodification should be removed from cultural scenic spots such as Xidi, Fenghuang Ancient Town 

凤凰古城, Lijiang 丽江, as well as the Pingyao Ancient Town 平遥古城”. Tourism commodities, such 

as those ICH crafts sold at Hundred Craftspeople Hall (HCH), culturally irrelevant modern accessories 

and factory commodities can be found in tourism sites nationwide and online—they don’t require these 

scenic spaces. The original charm of the cultural site is severely harmed by the commodification taking 

place.  

6.4.3.2 Reasons for Not Buying Crafts 

According to tourist feedback, there are three reasons for not buying crafts in Xidi. The most significant 

one is limits on personal purchasing ability. Budgeting over 1000 yuan to consume a craft is not 

common for most tourists, especially student tourists. The next reason is the inability to determine the 

quality and value of crafts. Most tourists often doubt whether pricy crafts are worth the cost. A 

stereotype (or bias) among tourists towards tourism goods is that crafts sold in scenic spots are 

overpriced and poor quality. Even tourists who have witnessed artisans’ manual working process often 

still regard crafts on sale as factory production and bid a machine-commodity price. As XG3_Mr Zhou 

said, “the simplest strategy that avoids being overcharged or being cheated is not to consume any crafts 

in Xidi”. Besides, given the mobility of tourism activities, some tourists prefer not to carry heavy 

luggage, so they refuse to buy crafts during visits. Lastly, tourists’ personal preferences in the style and 

function of crafts also impacted decisions to purchase or not. 

XG3_Karsten, who comes from Germany, said, “youngsters nowadays hold psychological repellence 

to the traditional stuff. I invited some young Chinese friends to an opera show but most of them showed 

a strong reluctance to come along, although they have never been to an opera performance before”. This 

phenomenon matches my observation that over 80% of walk-in visitors were middle-aged and elderly 

tourists, since young tourists lack an interest in traditional crafts (see Appendix 6).  

6.4.3.3 Tourists’ Judgment on Crafts 

Authenticity 

Tourists judged the authenticity of crafts in Xidi mainly based on individual experience and knowledge. 

As XG3_Ms Zhang, who bought a 60-yuan She inkstone, inferred, “Xidi is near the cradle of She 

inkstone, and the cost of forgery is not low: there is no need to sell me an unauthentic craft”. XG3_Mr 

Huang, who bought several ancient coins, judged authenticity from some ancient signs on these coins. 

Credibility certificated by authorities (e.g., government and news media) helps tourists trust the 

authenticity of crafts. A shop hanging a plaque stating “Credible Store 诚信商户” is more competitive 

than other similar shops. Interestingly, when I asked informants about the issuing authority of the plaque, 
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I was told that the plaque was made by shop owners rather than granted by the local government 

department. A few savvy tourists chose to trust a professional sale approach to fine art crafts, such as 

auctions.  

Value 

As per Figure 6.8, from the tourists’ view, “craftspeople and crafts” outweigh the “market and customers” 

in deciding the value of crafts. Factors such as “raw material”, “design”, “workmanship”, “cultural 

meaning”, “inheritance of original craftsmanship”, “fame of artisans”, “rarity of crafts”, “price”, 

“handmade”, and the “investment value” of crafts can be categorized into “craftspeople and crafts”. 

While factors such as the “craft market”, “macro-economic environment”, “customers’ intuition”, and 

“personal views on craft’s value” belong to the “market and customers” category. Among all listed 

factors in the “value” judgment category—six out of the seven most significant factors—are crafts and 

craftspeople related, which implies that tourists acknowledged it is the “craft” rather than the “market” 

that decides crafts’ value.  

 

Figure 6.8 Factors of Xidi tourists’ judgment on crafts’ authenticity, value, and price 
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As per Figure 6.9, artisans judged the value of crafts from five factors ranked by importance: “artisans’ 

inspiration in creation” (i.e., design), “workmanship”, “raw material”, “artisans’ self-assessment”, and 

“market needs”. This rank is similar to tourists’ acknowledgment that the market is not the dominant 

force in deciding a craft’s value. The difference is that artisans emphasized craftspeople’s contribution 

while tourists focused more on the craft itself. 

 

Figure 6.9 Factors of Xidi artisans’ judgment on crafts’ value 

Pricing 

Value has a close relationship with pricing strategies. Several factors in the “pricing” category mirror 

the “value” assessment factors (see Figure 6.8). Among all influential factors regarding pricing, 

“customers’ views and understanding of crafts’ value” was ranked the top by interviewed tourists. The 

other factors that affect crafts’ prices are “material cost”, “sales approach”, “artisan fame”, “cultural 

value of crafts”, “laboring hours”, “self-assessment of personal craftsmanship”, and “workmanship” 

(see Figure 6.8). It concludes that the market force has a stronger influence than craft and craftspeople 

in pricing a craft from the tourists’ perspective.  

Factors that Affect Consumption Decision (Tourists’ Answers) 

According to the tourists interviewed, there are 27 factors affecting customers’ decisions on buying 

crafts (see Figure 6.10). These factors have been categorized into “crafts”, “customers”, and “external” 

aspects. The top six influential factors are “design of crafts”, “price”, “workmanship”, “locally cultural 

representative”, “function of crafts”, and “affinity”—five of which belong to the “crafts aspect” (Figure 

6.10). This indicates that a successful deal in the craft business relies on the craft itself.  

In terms of factors that affect customers’ consumption decisions, there are striking similarities between 

customers and shop owners, such as the same top three factors of “price”, “workmanship”, and “design 

of crafts” (see Figures 6.7 and 6.10). Most customer-perceived factors listed in Figure 6.10 have been 

covered by shop artisans (Figure 6.7). It suggests that shop owners can keep track of tourists’ thoughts 

and preferences. By comparing Figures 6.7 and 6.10, the missed factors for shop owners include 

“portability”, “credibility”, “attraction because of cultural difference”, “quality in longtime 

preservation”, “stereotypes on tourism crafts”, “appreciation to artisans’ perseverance on 
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craftsmanship”, “self-responsibility to support ICH inheritance”, and “affinity”.  

 

Figure 6.10 Factors that affect craft consumption decisions (Xidi tourists’ and customers’ answers) 

Comprehensively drawing from three criteria—consumption features, budget on crafts consumption, 

and tourists’ background information70—I categorized 28 interviewed tourists into six types: “wealthy 

buyers but not professional collectors”, “enthusiasts”, “average tourists”, “student customers”, “foreign 

tourists”, and “professional art practitioners” (see Appendix 8). Then I sorted out the corresponding 

factors influencing consumption for each type of customer, as Figures 6.11 to 6.15 indicate.  

Wealthy Buyers but Not Professional Collectors 

This type of customer does not have enough professional knowledge to recognize crafts’ fine art value 

but has a high consumption ability. They buy pricy crafts mostly for collection, and mainly rely on 

                                                      
70 Tourists’ background information helps me judge their experience with cultural crafts. 
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personal intuition to choose products. Factors such as “design of crafts”, “locally cultural representative”, 

“personal interest and preference”, and “affinity” help them make their decisions (see Figure 6.11). 

Affinity here refers to three situations: 1) Affinity in aesthetic appreciation: Hometown culture 71 

cultivated tourists with a level of aesthetic appreciation, which gives them an affinity with and interest 

in the fine art crafts that develop from a like culture to their hometown culture. For instance, Shandong 

Confucian culture is the hometown culture for a Shandong people; Huizhou carving crafts that develop 

from Huizhou Confucian culture thus are the crafts of a similar culture for the Shandong buyer; 2) 

Affinity with like cultures: tourists who were educated in Confucianism in childhood show an affinity to 

Huizhou bamboo calligraphic carvings engraved with Confucianism doctrine; 3) Affinity in educational 

philosophy: the motif and cultural implications of crafts that highlight the importance of school 

education among youngsters attract the attention of older tourists. Wealthy customers judge the 

collection value of crafts from “workmanship”, “quality of raw material”, “authenticity”, and the “fame 

of crafts and fame of production places”. They care about the price but are not absolutely price-sensitive. 

Even so, they still hold a slight stereotype about tourism crafts that most tourism commodities are factory 

produced or overpriced. It may be true that most tourism product is cheap factory production; however, 

it is inaccurate to see all tourism crafts as the same as cheap, factory-produced products. 

 

Figure 6.11 Factors that affect craft consumption decisions: Wealthy buyers but not professional 

collectors of Xidi 

                                                      
71 ‘Hometown culture’ refers to the local culture of a place where a person is born and grows up. 
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Enthusiasts 

As per Figure 6.12, this type of customer sees “locally cultural representative”, “affinity”, “personal 

demands” and “personal interest and preference” as the most important factors when buying crafts. 

Similar to wealthy buyers, enthusiasts regard the following factors as criteria by which to judge craft’s 

collection value: “locally cultural representative”, “fame of crafts and fame of production places”, 

“authenticity”, “workmanship”, “handmade”, “quality of raw material”, and “design of crafts”. They 

feel a sense of responsibility to support craft practice. That is why enthusiasts show appreciation for 

artisans’ perseverance with craftsmanship (see Figure 6.12). Similarly, enthusiasts also emphasize the 

affinity raised by crafts. Here the affinity takes four forms: 1) Affinity in aesthetic appreciation: Their 

living environment or educational background cultivates in enthusiasts a certain level of aesthetic 

appreciation that forms an affinity to fine art crafts on sale in Xidi; 2) Affinity in like crafts: Enthusiasts 

whose hometown is Shandong, which is well-known for Hongsi inkstone 红丝砚, showed great interest 

in She inkstone in Xidi; 3) Affinity in like cultures: Confucius was born in Shandong, which renders 

Shandong people more likely to show an affinity to Confucianism-related products, such as the Huizhou 

carvings engraved with classic Confucian prose; 4) Affinity in life experience: Customers bought crafts 

partly because their jobs or their relatives’ jobs relate to ICH. XG3_Mr Ma is an enthusiast of Chinese 

traditional culture, and his daughter works in an ICH Performance Hall in Wuhan. He showed great 

affinity with Huizhou carvings on sale because of these crafts’ ICH attributes, and thus bought several 

carving works. 

 

Figure 6.12 Factors that affect craft consumption decisions: Enthusiasts 



185 

Average Tourists 

Average tourists here refer to those tourists who allocate little or even no budget to craft consumption, 

come from package tours mainly for sightseeing, and have no specific interest in cultural products. As 

per Figure 6.13, they care most about “price” and least about the craft itself. That is why factors such 

as “authenticity”, “quality and value of crafts”, and “design of crafts” rank last. Average tourists usually 

hold stereotypes about tourism crafts because they are afraid of being overcharged by craft business 

operators. Due to a lack of knowledge about how to tell the value and quality of crafts, average tourists 

judge the credibility of crafts mainly by external factors, such as government-certificated credibility 

plaques, salespeople’s introductions, and We-Media’s recommendations. To avoid being overcharged, 

average tourists tend to buy the crafts of reasonable price and utilitarian function. For example, 

XG3_Ms Zhang bought an inkstone at 60 yuan in Xidi. 

 

Figure 6.13 Factors that affect craft consumption decisions: Average tourists and student customers 

Student Customers 

The student tourists interviewed all came from universities and colleges of Shanghai and Nanjing to 

Xidi for sketching coursework. As per Figure 6.13, “price” is the most influential factor for them. The 

“appearance of crafts” ranks second, which implies that the younger generation considers the expression 

more than the underlying meaning of crafts. Actually, student customers have huge potential to benefit 

the future craft market. They cared about the following factors: “locally cultural representative”, 

“quality of raw material”, “style of crafts”, “handmade”, and “quality and value of crafts” (see Figure 

6.13), most of which are similar to the preferences of wealthy buyers and enthusiasts. Potentially, when 
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student tourists have enough purchasing ability, they could become a significant component of fine art 

crafts’ customers.   

Foreign Tourists 

The foreign tourists interviewed were mostly backpackers or “DIY” tourists. They placed the most 

focus on the convenience of portability (see Figure 6.14). However, local advanced crafts (e.g., She 

inkstone and Huizhou carvings) are made of stone, bamboo, brick, or wood. A middle-size craft on 

average weighs over 1kg. So foreign tourists did not consider those crafts in their purchasing plan. 

Affected by cultural gaps, foreign tourists prefer authentic crafts that represent the local culture. They 

require a salesperson’s introduction to get to know the cultural meaning of crafts. Since ‘Made in China’ 

is well known worldwide, foreign tourists also hold stereotypes that most tourism crafts may be 

produced by machines in a factory. However, when informed that crafts were handmade, foreign tourists 

showed much respect and appreciation for artisans’ work and spirit. In this case, affinity can also 

contribute to a deal: XG3_Karsten bought five bamboo ferules (see Figure 6.15) as gifts for his sister, 

who is a teacher and may use them as an educational tool in her classroom. In ancient China, ferules 

were used to regulate classroom discipline. Bamboo is the most symbolic material in Chinese traditional 

culture. The bamboo ferules were engraved with calligraphic Confucianist prose that encourages 

youngsters to study diligently. XG3_Karsten’s purchase of these ferules is a perfect example of 

educational affinity.  

 

Figure 6.14 Factors that affect craft consumption decisions: Foreign tourists and professional  

art practitioners 
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Figure 6.15 Bamboo ferules engraved with calligraphic ancient prose 

Source: https://kuaibao.qq.com/s/20180627G1TKDU00?refer=spider 

Note: I forgot to photograph the bamboo ferules sold at Xidi during my fieldwork. The ferules shown in 

this picture are similar to those five ferules bought by XG3_Karsten. 

Professional Art Practitioners 

Professional art practitioners here refers to the coursework coordinators who are the teaching staff of 

painting majors and lead students to undertake short-term fieldwork sketch courses in Xidi. As per 

Figure 6.14, professional art practitioners exclude price from the list of factors influencing their 

consumption. They care most about the artistic value and the collectable value of crafts. So “style of 

crafts”, “locally cultural representative”, “workmanship”, “quality of raw material”, and “design of 

crafts” rank highly.  

6.5 Craft-related Practice in the Tourism Context of Xidi 

Thanks to its fame as a World Cultural Heritage site and its tourism market, traditional craftsmanship 

in Xidi is in relatively good condition. Tourism provides a way for the slumped traditional craft industry 

to survive. Means of production (e.g., raw material, tools, techniques) basically follow the traditional 

rules but also are affected by some real-world realities (e.g., material exhaustion) and subjective factors 

(e.g., personal preference in utilizing Internet materials and 3D printing technology). The organization 

of production is significantly altered by market conditions. Most artisans in Huizhou ancient Regions 

choose to be self-employed, setting up small workshops or studios. Apprenticeships are not as common 

as in ancient times due to the slumped craft economy and more occupational options for the younger 

generation. In this tourism context, the specialized division between craft manufacture and sales 

becomes notable, just like the relationship between the ICM of She County and the shop owners of local 

crafts in Xidi. The relations of production are much more complex in a tourism context. Contests 

between stakeholders—such as between Xidi’s crafts businesspeople and Huihuang Tourism 

https://kuaibao.qq.com/s/20180627G1TKDU00?refer=spider
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Company—sometimes harm local craft practice.  

We learn from the Xidi case that tourism is a double-edged sword for the ICH of traditional 

craftsmanship. Tourism can help the development of ICH because the sustainable development of ICH 

is dependent on the market. Tourism brings diverse customers and further increases the trading volume 

of local crafts. Tourism also provides a platform that bridges the masses and local cultural craftsmanship, 

generating a community of craft practitioners. The contact with tourists is a win-win. Artisans perceive 

market needs and obtain humanistic inspiration that prompts the advance of craftsmanship. In turn, 

through the interaction from salespeople (who usually are villagers) with a strong sense of responsibility 

to promote their heritage (e.g., culture, craftsmanship), most tourists get some basic knowledge about 

craftsmanship. This cultivates tourists who are interested but currently have no purchasing ability to be 

potential or future customers. At a broader level, tourism is a liberal platform that mobilizes global 

visitors, such as the foreign tourists interviewed, making it possible to spread the fame of regional 

Huizhou craftsmanship to a national and even international level.  

Meanwhile, we should be cautious about the impacts of tourism on local craftsmanship. For example, 

to prove the ‘skilled hands’ of on-sale crafts, artisans choose to show the production process in front of 

tourists. However, tourism activity is a people-intensive environment that inevitably affects art creation, 

which prefers a quiet environment. Tourism indeed is not an ideal field to develop the business of 

advanced crafts—tourism is a competitive commercial arena. Profit-oriented tourism business 

inevitably results in excessive commodification, which has been squeezing the survival space of 

traditional handmade crafts. Specifically, based on the Xidi case, there are at least ten problematic 

aspects to craft-related practice in a tourism context (see Figure 6.16).  

 

Figure 6.16 Ten problematic aspects existing in craft-related practice in a tourism context 

(Xidi case study) 
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The most significant problems emerge in the “market aspect”, which covers “market environment”, 

“customers”, “craft commodities”, and “sales”. The market environment—consisting of the “craft 

market”, “tourism market” and “macro-economic environment”—is getting worse. Blind competition 

has disordered tourism development and the local craft market. Homogenous commodification and a 

general preference for running a fast-return business are hurting those crafts business operators who 

still persevere in authentic but time-consuming craftsmanship. In terms of customers, the inability to 

appreciate crafts and the unfavorable image of tourist crafts means craft consumption at scenic spots is 

impacted because of the high risk of being overcharged or cheated. This poor situation cannot entirely 

be blamed on the market or customers. The crafts in Xidi have changed from the utilitarian wares of the 

past to current ornamental wares. This requires professional teams to research, but no organizations 

have emerged to undertake this work. In terms of sales, online businesses that sell low-priced, machine-

produced crafts are pushing physical craft stores out of business. 

There are conflicts of interest between various stakeholders in Xidi. On balance, the disempowerment 

of Xidi villagers is exhausting the passion of those shop owners selling local crafts. HTC launched 

several new projects at Xidi but has done significant harm to the local image. Huizhou Cuisine Street 

and Hundred Craftspeople Hall have drawn complaints from tourists that Xidi has lost the strong sense 

of its distinguished Huizhou culture and is becoming just another homogenous tourist site. In the face 

of this negative perception, how can Xidi persuade tourists of its crafts’ authenticity? 

In terms of craftsmanship transmission, the problems of Xidi are similar to the other two cases 

(Jingdezhen and Ganzhou). The high dropout rate in contemporary apprenticeships and the low 

transformation rate from apprentices to lifelong craft practitioners explains why there are fewer people 

in the craft field. Features of traditional craftsmanship—such as time-consuming, slow returns, highly 

demanding workmanship, and the slumped craft market in contemporary society—turn younger 

generations away from a career in crafts. The conservatism of family transmission also impacts the 

transmission of traditional skills by limiting the take-up of apprenticeships.  

The controls on mining raw materials makes it harder to obtain good materials. Especially when a type 

of ancient material is exhausted, authentic production comes to be impossible since the alternative 

materials cannot realize the same effect. Oriented by yield and productivity, the high involvement of 

machines and the abandonment of some traditional measurements reduce the traditional elements of 

crafts, which goes against the principles of ICH safeguarding. When handmade production cannot 

promise craftspeople a well-off life, modern technologies, such as fully automatic production, put 

pressure on the traditional systems of handmade crafts. 

Most interviewed artisans lack entrepreneurship. Even when they suffer a decline in their craft business, 

they tend to still drift along as long as they can feed their family, albeit with diminishing returns. For 

those who have obtained fame in the craft domain, social engagement is distracting them from 



190 

concentrated art creation. For grassroots artisans, their basic needs are still unfulfilled. Quite a few 

young artisans have expressed strong anxiety about their future careers. Inevitable physical harm, such 

as occupational diseases and unappealing job conditions (i.e., low income and a lack of retirement 

welfare), seem to be two permanent issues bothering most craft practitioners. In the tourism context, 

the increasing rent and other obstacles in management (e.g., forbidden itinerant vendors) are pushing 

craft businesspeople out of the industry.  

Contemporary young people show a stronger reluctance to inherit craftsmanship compared to the past. 

The significant change in young people’s views about other professions also results in fewer young 

people participating in craft practice. Affected by the one-child policy implemented from 1982 to 2015, 

the younger generation born in the 1990s is more prudent in choosing occupations. Following a regular 

school education path, graduates now mostly engage in the service industry and technology-intensive 

professions. However, as XG3_Karsten said, the trend that emphasizes modernity is making youngsters 

lose basic understanding of history and tradition. Worse still, the young generation tends to refuse to 

engage with traditional ideas and practices, regarding them as out of date. 

In this chapter, I have looked at how tourism affects craft production, sales, and craftsmanship 

transmission based on a case study in Xidi. In the following chapter (Chapter 7), I will first make a 

comparative analysis of three cases (i.e., Jingdezhen, Ganzhou, and Xidi) and then compare differences 

between past and present craft-related practice.   
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Chapter 7 Diachronic Analysis of ICH Craft 

Production Based on Three Cases 

7.1 Introduction  

By analyzing the interview materials from my fieldwork, Chapters 4, 5 and 6 have considered how craft 

production has been undertaken in three empirical cases that separately represent an industrial context, 

cultural community context, and tourism context, and summarized the threats to the transmission of 

heritage craftsmanship today. A range of craft types, industries, and locations are involved in the case 

studies. The task of this chapter is to intertwine the multiple arenas (e.g., time, place, and industry) and 

provide a comprehensive analysis of these empirical findings. Since the overarching aim of this thesis 

is to identify how Chinese craft production is changing and whether this poses a threat to any aspects 

of Chinese ICH, I choose to adopt a diachronic framework (i.e., ‘time’ order) for this chapter.  

The contents of my interviewees’ narratives extend back to memories of the 1930s. Within the period 

covered by my interviews, there have been political and economic transformations with China and I 

therefore divide my analysis into three significantly different periods: the pre-socialist revolution period 

(1930s40s), the centrally planned economy period (19491992), and the socialist market economy 

period (late 1990snow). 

To compare craft production in the three periods, this chapter draws on the Structural Marxist model of 

society (see Figure 1.2), not because I wish to use a specifically Marxist theoretical basis for my 

interpretation but because it provides a valuable structural framework within which to discuss the social 

and economic processes involved in craft production. 

 



192 

 

Figure 1.2 Godelier’s Structural Model of Social Formation 

My aim in this chapter is to chart changes in craft production practices over time and consider how 

these have impacted on the transmission of intangible craft production knowledge. The practical value 

of this research will be derived out of this discussion as it will allow me to ascertain the core factors 

that affect Chinese craft production and that therefore impact contemporary ICH craftsmanship 

management.  

7.2 Pre-Socialist Revolution Period (1930s1940s)  

7.2.1 Regime Changes, Foreign Craft Goods, and Wars 

The oldest memories raised in my interviews were from the 1930s and 40s; that is, the time of the 

Republic of China (19121949). This period was dominated by armed conflicts (i.e., civil wars and 

World War II). More significantly, the Republic of China was the first stage following the end of Chinese 

feudalism, which had dominated China for over 1000 years. As a consequence, drastic changes emerged 

in all aspects of society, including in the handicraft industries. 
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In dynastic China, the imperial ruling groups mostly treated handicraft industries (e.g., porcelain, silk 

textile, wood working, jade carving, glass blowing) as suppliers of royal accoutrements, in which artistic 

value was more significant than cost. The stronger the dynasty, typically the greater the emphasis that 

was placed on the production of fine craft, particularly that commissioned for the emperor (Jiang 1936, 

165). Imperial craft industries (ICIs) weakened or concealed the contribution of individual craftspeople 

in fine art creation. For instance, the stamps on imperial porcelain usually consist of the era name, and/or 

the imperial kiln name, without any information about the craftsperson.  

Under the Republic of China, despite the end of the ICIs, the central government still maintained overall 

control of the production systems for craft industries. For example, a series of provincial ceramic 

research institutes and departments were set up and these oversaw the production of porcelain (Wu and 

Xin 1937, 116). Nevertheless, due to continuous warfare, state intervention became increasingly 

weakened during this period.  

As the attention from the state towards handicrafts declined and the production environment became 

less stable, the emphasis on advanced art production and quality declined. Taking porcelain as an 

example, the quality of raw material (e.g., clay, glaze, and pigment), the workmanship, the motif designs, 

and the yield ratio of kiln firing of Jingdezhen porcelain in the Republic of China became inferior to 

that of the Qing dynasty (Jiang 1936, 165—6; Wu 1959, 262). These changes reflect a change in the 

market, away from higher-end craft and towards cheaper, more mass-produced products. The market 

shifted from a singular focus on the elites and European export to broader servicing of the demand of 

the local bourgeoisie. There was also direct competition for the first time from foreign goods. Taking 

porcelain again as an example, foreign porcelain, mainly from Britain, Germany, Japan, and the United 

States (after World War II), flooded into the Chinese market (Jiang 1936, 159—60), and this threatened 

the domestic porcelain industry. It particularly impacted middle- and lower-level ceramic manufacturers. 

Benefitting from preferential trade treaties (e.g., free or reduced custom duties) on foreign goods, the 

colorful foreign porcelain decorated with western patterns at reasonable prices attracted many Chinese 

consumers (Jiang 1936, 161). In contrast, after 1930, the central government set up a taxation bureau 

(瓷类特税局) specifically to tax the porcelain trade in Jingdezhen (Jiang 1936, 163—4). The amount 

of porcelain tax varied by the type and size of the consignments (Jiang 1936, 164). This new policy 

increased the tax on coarse porcelain72. Moreover, along the waterways, every main dock also levied 

tax from the same batch of porcelain goods. The authorities also added new taxes during war times 

(Jiang 1936, 163—5). The cumulative impact of all these local taxes meant that Chinese coarse 

porcelain was unable to compete with foreign porcelain. However, fine porcelain still held a good 

market share (Jiang 1936, 159).  

                                                      
72 Coarse porcelain refers to those wares in middle and lower levels of workmanship and texture, mainly are utilitarian 

porcelain, such as tableware. The opposite type of ware is fine porcelain, such as antique-imitative porcelain.  
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Under these conditions, the Chinese porcelain industries showed two features: the prevalence of ancient 

advantageous 73  production methods, and the westernization of motif designs, body forms and 

decoration. Chinese fine porcelain production techniques remained world-leading, which allowed 

traditional fine Chinese porcelain to maintain a grasp over part of the overall market share.74 But to 

cater for changing consumer tastes due to western influences, Jingdezhen porcelain changed its classic 

style to become more ‘sophisticated’ in techniques and patterns (e.g., be more colorful, using various 

techniques on a single ware) (Wu 1959, 306), impacting the original ‘Chinese’ look and feel of those 

porcelains.  

The rural economy, once a significant force in consuming coarse crafts (e.g., coarse porcelain), had 

been smashed by the wars (Jiang 1936, 158&76). Worse still, the slumped craft economy intensified 

conflicts between craft practitioners; for example, there is a record of fighting with weaponry between 

porcelain practitioners in Leping 乐平 and Duchang 都昌 in Jingdezhen in 1927 (Jiang 1936, 158).  

Although warfare cut off some regular trade transportation lines of crafts (e.g., porcelain) and thus shut 

down craft markets in war zones (Jiang 1936, 157—8), wars also sped up the flow of labor between 

regions and increased the influx of migrant labor from warzones to demilitarized zones (e.g., Ganzhou, 

Jingdezhen). A young generation of migrants assimilated into local craftsmanship and further 

participated in expanding local craft practice. GG134_GYX was a migrant from Jieyang 揭阳 to 

Ganzhou during the Japanese Resistance War in the 1940s. He grew up in a Hakka environment and 

learned woodcarving skills from the Hakka people. The labor migration also transmitted craftsmanship 

horizontally, such as in the case of GG14_WSH, who introduced calligraphic writing brush 

craftsmanship from Linchuan 临川 to Shicheng 石城 when his grandfather escaped the Japanese 

invasion and moved to Shicheng in 1938. 

7.2.2 Means of Production 

Under the Republic of China, mineral raw materials continued to be controlled by private individuals, 

even in the 1930s and 1940s. Porcelain clay and other raw materials were bought from specific suppliers 

called ‘zhongren (中人)’. In the Jingdezhen porcelain case, zhongren undertook clay mining in Yaoli 

瑶里, an area well-known for its Kaolin clay 高岭土. These mine lots were monopolized by the 

following families: Wu, Liu, Li and Rao (Wu 1959, 276). These mines would probably have been taken 

over by the government, but the changeable regimes and continuous wars made it possible for these 

                                                      
73 ‘Advantageous’ means that the production methods were invented by the ancient China, and the technical advantage brought 

good trade volume in national and even international porcelain markets. 
74 JG14_XJC especially mentioned a well-known workshop that produced antique-imitative porcelain in Jingdezhen in 1945. 

This information confirms that Chinese traditional fine art porcelain was still competitive and advantageous in the era of 

foreign porcelain ‘invasion’. 
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families to retain their historic monopoly on raw material distribution.  

Craft practitioners chose alternative raw materials according to cost. The best clay for making green-

body75 containers called ‘xiabo (匣钵)’76 came from Leping (Jiang 1936, 180), the neighboring county 

to Jingdezhen. However, the increasing transport cost due to the blocking of land transportation in 

warzones increased the price of raw materials. As a countermeasure, many container producers mixed 

in field mud that was not fire-resistant (Jiang 1936, 180), and this produced containers of inferior quality. 

As a result, the defection rate increased in porcelain firing.  

Popular crafts maintained their production, regardless of their relative cost. Ancient Famille Rose 古粉

彩 was an original Chinese porcelain painting decoration which had extraordinary richness in color 

retention. Although the decoration technique was sophisticated and the price was much higher than 

other fine porcelain, Famille Rose porcelain was always popular (Wu 1959, 286). The pigment used in 

Famille Rose painting was supplied by specific pigment factories. In 1930, there were nine of these 

pigment factories in Jingdezhen (Jiang 1936, 181). To address the drawbacks of ancient Famille Rose 

decoration (e.g., its high cost and complicated workmanship), qianjiangcai 浅绛彩 (a type of Chinese 

calligraphic painting) was invented in the late 19th century (Wu 1959, 314—5), but this gradually died 

under the Republic of China (Wu 1959, 315) because it was replaced by another decoration called 

yangfen 洋粉77 that was introduced to China at the beginning of the 1900s (Wu 1959, 286). The colorful 

painting and simple sketching style of yangfen were popular among Chinese consumers and porcelain 

artisans.  

Thus, the political control on production during the Republic of China was not as strong as in the feudal 

dynasties. The production needs and market decided the labor division in craft industries, which 

justified the emergence of specific suppliers of raw material in the porcelain domain. Meanwhile, 

production needs also gave birth to new craftsmanship, which derived from a mature craftsmanship, 

just like the emergence of qianjiangcai. Also, consumption demands determined the survival and death 

of craftsmanship, as seen in the change from qianjiangcai to yangfen. 

The variation in demand for traditional craftsmanship was determined by the change in markets. 

Porcelain produced in Jingdezhen in the Republic of China period included fine decorative porcelain 

(e.g., vases and antique screens) and coarse porcelain (e.g., tablewares). Before 1930, both fine and 

coarse porcelain were produced using traditional techniques, following ancient styles and with little 

                                                      
75 Green-body 素坯：unfired and undecorated porcelain wares  

76 Green-body container xiabo (匣钵) is used to prevent impurities from sticking to the green body during firing, and to avoid 

rupture caused by sudden temperature shock. 
77 Yangfen 洋粉 was also called xinhua 新花. It is similar to the well-known yangcai 洋彩, which was introduced in the 18th 

century. However, yangfen was introduced in China at the beginning of the 1900s, with brighter color and simpler sketching 

techniques than yangcai 洋彩. That is why yangfen soon became popular in 1900s China. The pigment of yangfen was first 

from France and later was introduced from Japan (Wu 1959, 286).  
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innovation (Jiang 1936). Following 1930, the main change to this was, except in the case of certain 

white-and-blue glazed porcelains, most Jingdezhen porcelain producers focused on the production of 

un-decorated plain wares 白胎. These wares were sold to separate porcelain decorators for further 

beautification. This ‘plain ware’ production trend was mainly an attempt to reduce costs in response to 

the declining internal Chinese porcelain market, which had slumped after the influx of cheap foreign 

porcelain and because of the disruption of warfare (Jiang 1936, 166). This forced Jingdezhen porcelain 

producers to focus less on workmanship or improving their techniques, and more on reducing cost to 

ensure the survival of the porcelain industry.  

In response to these difficult circumstances, the government embarked on industrialization reforms. 

These advocated a shift towards mechanized and westernized production (Jiang 1936; Wu and Xin 

1937). These reforms increased productivity in porcelain production by reducing manual steps and 

simplifying workmanship. These industrialization reforms started the modern mechanized production 

of porcelain in Jingdezhen. As JG14_XJC recalled, in 1945 his uncle’s Yuan ware workshop already 

utilized several compacting machines. It demonstrates that at the end of the 1940s simple forms of 

mechanization had been popularized among individual Yuan ware workshops. Meanwhile, this 

industrialization had expanded the application range of porcelain wares. By 1935, electrical insulation 

porcelains (e.g. on electricity pylons) and scientific-use porcelains (e.g., experimental vessels and 

laboratory wares) were extensively produced to supply China’s consumption needs (Wu 1959, 313). 

It can be seen, therefore, that in the Republic of China period, traditional craftsmanship that continued 

to have certain market advantages (e.g., Famille Rose) was still utilized and successful, while other 

handicraft industries (e.g., coarse porcelain) were forced to imitate and take on new industrialized and 

mechanized techniques in order to survive. 

Mechanization was not the only survival strategy employed. As GG15_FYZ recalled, Zhong paper 重

纸 in Ganjiangyuan village was still handmade using the traditional methods throughout the Republic 

of China period. Although the Zhong paper trade had also been impacted by the importation of cheaper 

foreign paper (i.e., produced by mechanized factory production), Zhong paper craftspeople did not shift 

to the westernized techniques but chose to thicken and enlarge the size of their Zhong paper (Luo 1990). 

The reformed Zhong paper was of better quality than the factory-produced paper, and thus expanded 

the Zhong paper trade throughout the southeast Asia area (Luo 1990). 

Some techniques and traditions in the handicraft industries remained unchanged in the Republic of 

China period. Porcelain kiln firing still followed ancient methods (Jiang 1936, 178—80) because 

experiments in improving kiln firing techniques had made little progress during the period of 

industrialization reform (Wu 1959, 286). Besides, the production of green-body containers (xiabo 匣钵) 

still followed the traditional binzhu System 宾主制 (Jiang 1936, 179—80), in which the contracted 
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parties (i.e., the buyer and seller) maintained a one-on-one purchasing relationship that forbade the 

purchasing of xiabo by third parties. This contractual system had maintained the balance of the xiabo 

trade since dynastic times.  

7.2.3 Organization of Production 

The organization of Chinese handicraft production during the Republic of China period saw minimal 

change from earlier times. The porcelain industry was still categorized within the handicraft industries 

(Jiang 1936, 166) because of its use of manual labor and its much lower capital intensity than heavy 

industries. In Jingdezhen, porcelain production was generally conducted by family workshops (Jiang 

1936, 168) and middle-sized workshops (JG14_XJC), supplemented by a few middle-size factories. 

Following traditional rules, annual porcelain production in Jingdezhen lasted eight months, from March 

to December (Jiang 1936, 187). Jingdezhen porcelain practitioners still followed the ancient porcelain 

classification system that principally consisted of Yuan ware and Zhuo ware (Table 7.1). Based on 

average annual production, the scale of individual production units (e.g., workshop) of Zhuo ware was 

much smaller than Yuan ware, because Zhuo ware required more delicate workmanship and so it could 

not be mass-produced. Thus, workshops manufacturing Zhuo ware universally followed the small scale 

family-managed pattern (Zhengde 2015a).  

In ancient Jingdezhen porcelain production, gender discrimination was pervasive. An example is 

provided by guild regulations stating that any woman stepping into a porcelain firing workplace would 

be committing an offense to the kiln god (Changwu 2014). Until the 1930s, only a few female laborers 

participated in the production of Yuan ware. They undertook simple work, such as spoon production 

through pressing clay into molds (JG14_XJC). Females in individual families that set up Zhuo ware 

workshops could participate in production for household revenue (Zhengde 2015a). In 1929, there were 

over 5000 female laborers (mainly married females) in Jingdezhen participating in porcelain decoration 

(e.g., coloring and sketching) as sideline work (Jiang 1936, 181). Even on the eve of 1949, female 

artisans were still a minor group in Jingdezhen’s porcelain industry (JG14_XJC). Though the special 

societal context in the Republic of China allowed females to break down some gender barriers, such as 

participating in porcelain production, female laborers’ vocational and economic status remained low. In 

the 1930s, the daily payment of Jingdezhen’s female laborers who sketched and colored coarse 

porcelain was less than 0.1 yuan, which was the lowest salary level among porcelain laborers (Jiang 

1936, 186—7). 

As Table 7.1 shows, in 1929, 22,029 laborers participated in the production of Zhuo and Yuan wares in 

Jingdezhen; in addition there were 4,251 porcelain decorators (e.g., coloring and sketching artisans) 

(Jiang 1936, 181—2), 2,733 kiln firing workers (Jiang 1936, 178—9), and 1,125 xiabo producers (Jiang 

1936, 179—80). Overall, in 1929, over 30,000 laborers participated in the porcelain domain of 
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Jingdezhen, which was much fewer than the dynastic heyday in which there were over 200,000 

porcelain practitioners (Wu 1959, 276). After World War II, the Jingdezhen porcelain industry went into 

further decline (Wu 1959, 276—7). In 1949, there were only 12,864 porcelain practitioners left in 

Jingdezhen (Zhengde 2015c).  

Among Yuan wares (see Table 7.1), tablewares of different levels of quality as well as fine porcelain 

were the main items under production; there were fewer dishes, wine cups, and small-size bowls 

produced. This indicates that premium porcelain continued to compete with foreign porcelain and 

tablewares were daily necessities that continued to be utilized even if the trade volume decreased sharply. 

The decrease in dishes, wine cups, and small-size bowls, mostly used in well-off families, implies a 

decline in the living standards of the middle class.  

Among Zhuo wares (see Table 7.1), fine porcelain, sculptures and spoons with long handles were the 

most popular items made by Jingdezhen porcelain producers, while coarse blue-and-white porcelain, 

luxurious restaurant tableware, and porcelain lamps were the least popular. The consumption of fine 

porcelain and sculptures indicates that the upper-middle class still had considerable purchasing ability, 

while the decreased demand for coarse blue-and-white porcelain seems to imply a broader decline of 

the middle class. The decreased production of fine restaurant tableware probably reflects the slumping 

of the high-end catering industry in China at this time. The luxurious restaurant tablewares that were 

produced in Jingdezhen in 1929, as recorded, were only sold to Chinese-speakers living in Southeast 

Asia regions (Jiang 1936, 172—5). As electric lights became the norm in towns and cities and kerosene 

lamps took over in rural areas, traditional oil lamps lost their market, causing the end of the production 

of oil lamp porcelain.  
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 Table 7.1 Porcelain classification system in Jingdezhen in 1929: subtypes, production items, and practitioners of Yuan and Zhuo wares  

Category Sub-categories Porcelain types Number of 

participating 

households 

Number 

of 

workers 

Yuan ware 

圆器 

Tuotai industry 脱胎器业 The premium fine porcelain of Yuan ware 

 

165 3332 

Erbaiyou industry 二白釉业 Middle-level quality tablewares (e.g., bowl, dish) 

 

136 3220 

Sidaqi industry 四大器业 Large bowls of blue-and-white porcelain and holly glaze porcelain 53 1475 

Sixiaoqi industry 四小器业 Small-size bowls and wine cups of blue-and-white porcelain and holly glaze porcelain 18 314 

Dongxiaoqi industry 冬小器业 Small-size bowls and wine cups EXCEPT FOR sixiaoqi type. 18 381 

Fanbi industry 饭闭业 Common tea wares 58 1050 

Huiqi industry 灰器业 Bowls and dishes of lower quality than sidaqi wares 119 3167 

Zhaqi industry 渣器业 Coarse tablewares 63 1286 

Guqi industry 古器业 Smaller size than huiqi wares but the texture and design are similar to huiqi wares 35 1037 

Manpan industry 满尺业 Coarse porcelain dishes over 7 inches in size 3 76 

Lucun industry 炉寸业 Coarse porcelain dishes from 5 to 7 inches in size 15 290 

Guangulingzhong industry 官古令盅业 Coarse wine cups 11 242 

Total 694 15870 

Zhuo ware 

琢器 

Dajian industry 大件器业 Large-size wares (e.g., vase, flower jar, cylinder) 71 810 

Fendingqi industry 粉定器业 The premium fine porcelain of Zhuo ware 298 2302 

Diaoxue industry 雕削业 Sculpture porcelains 194 818 

Gutan industry 古坛业 Lightly decorated gardening porcelain 16 230 

Guangai industry 官盖业 Tea mugs 35 252 

Huashi industry 滑石业 Coarse Zhuo wares 16 157 

Danmiaoqi industry 淡描器业 Coarse blue-and-white porcelain 13 122 

Zhenshi industry 针匙业 Spoons with a long handle 142 1251 

Tanshi industry 汤匙业 Spoons with a short handle 12 126 

Boguqi industry 博古器业 Tablewares in special shapes, supplied for high-end restaurants 7 47 

Dengzhan industry 灯盏业 Porcelain lamps 6 44 

Total 810 6159 

Total 1504 22029 

Source: Jingdezhen Ceramic History (Wu 1959, 28894). 
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Industrialization reforms in the 1930s attempted to change the organization of the production of 

traditional handicrafts. For example, the government proposed to centrally manage all raw materials, 

set up large-size porcelain factories equipped with modern mechanization techniques, recruit workers 

and teach modern technological knowledge (Jiang 1936, 200—1). In the trade of porcelain, the 

government proposed to adopt a mode of ‘cooperative purchase and distribution’ (Wu 1959, 278), which 

was the prototype of the 1950s’ ‘cooperative system’ 合作社制. Due to the turbulent political and 

economic environment in the 1930s40s most of these proposals were not put into practice. In the rare 

examples of reform, Jingdezhen constructed a few modern porcelain factories that adopted a system 

called the ‘labor division and cooperation system’分工合作制 (Wu 1959, 276—7), within which each 

production step had its own respective factory. In 1930, for research purposes, the Jiangxi Porcelain 

Bureau 江西陶务局 purchased a set of automated porcelain manufacturing machines. This is seen as 

the beginning of the era of Jingdezhen mechanical porcelain manufacture (Wu 1959, 281). In addition, 

the government abolished the monopoly previously held by some families over the mining of Kaolin 

clay (Wu 1959, 281).   

Although the industrialization reforms proposed to set up porcelain schools that would teach modern 

mechanized techniques as well as construct modern porcelain factories that trained workers with the 

latest technological knowledge, most of these plans were not carried out. Thus, in the 1930s40s, the 

most prevalent approach to craftsmanship transmission was still the conventional apprenticeship, which 

followed ancient rules (Wu 1959, 336—7) and was strictly controlled by guild regulations (Zhengde 

2015a, 2015b). Even family father-to-son teaching also had to follow the guild regulations in relation 

to apprenticeship (Zhengde 2015b).  

Kinship acted as the medium in the apprenticeship. For instance, in 1945, JG14_XJC went to his uncle’s 

Yuan ware workshop to be an apprentice at the age of seven. His uncle enrolled over a dozen 20-year-

old male apprentices, indicating the large scale of Yuan ware workshop production at that time. 

Correspondingly, craftsmanship in Zhuo ware production was usually family transmitted (Liu 2015).  

In the Republic of China and even the earlier dynasties, a master’s reputation directly affected his 

apprentices’ careers. Labor recruitment was therefore linked directly to the fame of the master 

(JG14_XJC); that is, masters acted as the guarantor of the quality of an apprentice’s workmanship. It 

was the ‘guarantor’ role that intensified the formality of the apprentice-and-master relation in 

conventional apprenticeships.  

7.2.4 Relations of Production  

The distribution system of labor, raw materials, and products had evolved over the long history of 

production practice. In the pre-socialist revolution period, ancient, inherited associations (e.g., guilds) 
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were still playing the dominant role in traditional handicraft industries. In the Republic of China, 21 

associations operated in the porcelain domain in accordance with the work type (e.g., kiln firing, 

porcelain decoration, green-body shaping) (Jiang 1936, 183—4). These associations had mostly been 

inherited from dynastic times (Jiang 1936, 183—4). These associations mainly consisted of owners of 

porcelain units (e.g., workshops or factories), who formulated rules to regulate all civilian porcelain 

practitioners in porcelain production and trades. In the 1930s and 40s, the 21 associations were 

integrated into five groups, and these co-managed the porcelain affairs in Jingdezhen (Jiang 1936, 185). 

In the 1930s, the Jiangxi Porcelain Bureau intervened to found the Porcelain Public Association 陶业

公会, which was created to pursue porcelain industrialization reform in Jingdezhen (Jiang 1936, 185); 

however, it was still these five groups that manipulated the whole of Jingdezhen porcelain production. 

The distribution of laborers was controlled by the General Guild of Porcelain Labor (Zhengde 2015a). 

All porcelain laborers in Jingdezhen had to obey guild regulations in laborer recruitment, labor quantity 

distribution, laborer training (i.e., apprenticeship regulations) and codes of laborer’s conduct in 

production. The faction that controlled the functioning of the guild was the prestigious workshop and 

factory owners. 

In the trade of handicrafts, broker associations played the role of ‘distributor’ and ‘coordinator’. In the 

1930s in Jingdezhen, there were 50 to 60 broker associations ‘hangjia (行家)’, which connected 

porcelain producers with retailers (Jiang 1936, 193). Indeed, hangjia had existed in the Jingdezhen 

porcelain domain since ancient times. In accordance with the ancestral home of brokers, there were 26 

groups, called ‘bangkou (帮口)’, in Jingdezhen, which divided the whole of China into different regions 

and each was in charge of their own area’s porcelain procurement (Jiang 1936, 193). That is, porcelain 

merchants from all parts of China had to first register in the bangkou in Jingdezhen, then the broker 

introduced merchants to Jingdezhen workshops and factories for purchasing porcelain (Jiang 1936, 193). 

Brokers helped purchasers get familiar with Jingdezhen porcelain prices and supplier information, and 

further contributed to the contract details of the final deal (e.g., delivery date, deposit and payment). 

These transaction procedures were unchanged since the Qing dynasty (Jiang 1936, 193—6). In this way, 

bangkou controlled the distribution of porcelain products and indirectly affected porcelain production.  

Old systems and controlling forces (e.g., associations, guilds) resisted any changes that would affect 

their vested interests. The Republic of China government, distracted by armed conflicts, failed to carry 

out its intended reforms due to stubborn local resistance. A vivid example is that the porcelain factory 

that was used to develop mechanical equipment was set up in Poyang 鄱阳 instead of Jingdezhen (Wu 

1959, 271), because Jingdezhen porcelain communities fiercely resisted the industrialized reforms for 

fear that their historical advantage would be threatened by mechanized equipment (Jiang 1936, 162—

3).  



 202 

7.2.5 Summary 

Although warfare to some extent facilitated the flow of talents between regions and further triggered 

the horizontal transmission of craftsmanship, the lack of a stable social environment, the decline in 

middle-class purchasing ability and the fall in overall demands for crafts negatively affected craft 

production and craftsmanship development in the Republic period.  

The inflow of foreign goods to Chinese craft markets was essentially the result of ‘the survival of the 

fittest’. The advantageous craftsmanship (e.g., ancient Famille Rose) could keep its integrity and 

authenticity and resist the assimilation from foreign crafts, while the production of coarse porcelain had 

to assimilate westernized and mechanized techniques to achieve lower cost and higher productivity. 

Implicitly, foreign crafts had changed Chinese aesthetic appreciation and consumption preferences. The 

interaction (e.g., assimilation) between traditional and foreign techniques could promote the evolution 

of skills between generations. 

A mature production system took shape through repeated trials and long-term practice. Some privileged 

civilian forces monopolized craftsmanship and raw materials—these monopolies had two sides. A 

craftsmanship monopoly had stabilized the inheritance channel of skills among the privileged 

population (e.g., members of some porcelain communities). When facing threats from external forces, 

the system triggered self-protection in the form of ‘institutional inertia’. For example, in the Republic 

of China, traditional forces fiercely resisted industrialized reform. In the period of less centralized 

government, civilian forces played a dominant role in the allocation of resources. So, the resistance 

from the old production system towards new forces and relations of production was relatively effective. 

Even so, total resistance to change proved impossible. In the context of China, politics was a decisive 

force promoting systemic transformation, as will be discussed in the next ‘centrally planned economy 

period (1950s90s)’ section.  

‘Demand’ is the fundamental driver of sustainable craft-related practice such as production and trade, 

as well as skills development and transmission. The production needs gave birth to derivative skills, 

while consumption demands determined the survival or death of skills, just like the evolution between 

ancient Famille Rose 古粉彩, qianjiangcai 浅绛彩, and yangfen 洋粉. As long as there is demand, no 

matter how high the production cost, the conditions are viable for skills’ survival and development, as 

in the case of ancient Famille Rose. The radical regime changes from feudalism to the Republic of 

China ended the royal demand for porcelain, which significantly changed consumption. The once-

dominant imperial porcelain production and consumption ended, while the civilian porcelain industries 

had to compete with foreign porcelain. The cutting-off of consumption in warzones, blocking land 

transport, increased the cost of raw material and bankrupted many rural economies, thereby shrinking 

the Chinese civilian porcelain market. This explains why the craft production of the Republic of China 
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period could not match the craft achievements of feudal society. 

In feudal society, the imperial porcelain industry took the dominant position in craftsmanship innovation 

and high-end porcelain production by monopolizing the premium means of production (e.g., raw 

material, laborers). It seems that the ‘law of markets’ was not applicable to imperial craft industries. 

The experience from Chinese feudal society shows that a highly centralized government can break away 

from the ‘law of markets’ to promote the development of craftsmanship. In the Republic of China, the 

collapse of the imperial handicraft production system forced civilian craft industries to independently 

accept challenges from the market, such as competition with foreign goods. Civilian craft practitioners 

had to pursue higher productivity to survive in competitive markets, which justified the rise of 

mechanization and industrialization from the 1930s. The pursuit of productivity, to some extent, brought 

changes in the forces of production (i.e., means of production and organization of production), 

particularly in aspects of equipment innovation and mechanized modes of production. These changes 

gave birth to a ‘new face’ of traditional craftsmanship both in the 1930s40s and the subsequent periods.  

7.3 Centrally Planned Economy Period (19491992) 

7.3.1 Socialist Revolution in Handicraft Industries and its Ending 

China was dominated by the Centrally Planned Economy (CPE) between 1949 and 1992 (You 1998, 

163; Yeuh 2011, 98). The Chinese economy required urgent reconstruction following the period of civil 

war up to 1949, and the victorious Communist Party justified the introduction of CPE under these 

circumstances. To restore the national economy swiftly, the Communist Party advocated to 

progressively enact a socialist transformation in the industries of agriculture, handicrafts, and capitalist 

commerce.  

The socialist transformation in the handicraft industry resulted in an increase in the proportion of state-

owned enterprises. The 100% private ownership of 1949 was gradually wiped out. After 1952, the 

‘lianying (联营)’ movement, an economic pattern of joint stateprivate ownership, was widely 

practiced in China. In 1956, 58.4% of porcelain enterprises in Jingdezhen were in publicprivate joint 

ownership, 30.86% were cooperatives, and 10.74% were state-owned enterprises (Wu 1959, 378). 

Under these conditions, over 2500 private porcelain workshops in Jingdezhen were transformed 

between 1953 and 1957, and gradually formed into 19 privatepublic partnership factories, 16 porcelain 

green-body shaping cooperatives, and 15 sketching and painting cooperatives (Huang 2017). In 1965, 

the local Jingdezhen authority further merged these factories and cooperatives according to their 

manufacturing specialties, forming ten flagship SOPFs owned entirely by the state (Wang 2014). During 

the Cultural Revolution period (19661976) the regime sought to ‘put an end to all exploitation’ (Tian 
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2016), and total nationalization was completed with all private partnerships wiped out.  

As a response to the policy establishing a Socialist market economy issued in 1992, the central 

government started a reform campaign to de-nationalize state-owned enterprises in the late 1990s. 

However, the enactment of the reform varied in how it was implemented. For instance, the Jingdezhen 

SOPFs failed to follow the regular path of privatization, but rather were contracted out in pieces, thus 

overthrowing the production system built over the previous 30 years. This led to the chaotic dismissal 

of more than 60,000 workers without pensions or job placement (Xiong 2012). 

7.3.2 Means of Production 

After 1949, Chinese traditional handicraft industries were speedily restored by the central government, 

especially in major craft production centers such as Jingdezhen. In 1949, over 77% of porcelain units 

(i.e., factories and workshops) and 61% of practitioners in Jingdezhen returned to normal porcelain 

production (Wu 1959, 350). Porcelain artisans who fled out of Jingdezhen in the war period returned 

(Wu 1959, 350), implying that the dispersion of laborers due to wars was temporary. As long as the 

industry was robust and profitable, laborer supply was not a problem.  

Laborer recruitment among a broader population broke the monopoly of a specific group of craft 

practitioners. The blurred gender boundary in SOPFs allowed for an upsurge of females in the porcelain 

industry. Gender discrimination was pervasive in ancient Jingdezhen porcelain production. Even on the 

eve of 1949, female artisans were still a minor group in Jingdezhen’s porcelain domain. The situation 

significantly turned around in the Mao Zhedong era (19491976), when the national workforce was 

mobilized regardless of gender with the aim of constructing of a new China (JG4_ZGY). This liberated 

females from long-standing gender inequality.   

The SOPF laborers were generally recruited from the children and apprentices of factory workers, 

graduates from professional colleges, and the general populace. From the 1950s to the mid-1970s, 

apprentices of SOPF workers and the populace were the primary sources, supplemented by a few 

graduates. In the lianying movement, craftspeople in private workshops—along with participants of 

pre-existing apprenticeships (i.e., apprentices and offspring of workshop masters)—were embraced into 

collective production units, and later into SOPFs in the 1950s (JG14_XJC). To meet the needs of mass 

production, the populace—many of whom were illiterate due to poor education conditions in the 1940s 

and 1950s—were recruited to the SOPFs. To cultivate professional talents, the Jingdezhen Porcelain 

College (JPC) was established in 1958, graduates of which were assigned by the Ministry of Education 

to different parts of China following the National Talent Allocation Policy. 

From the mid-1970s to the mid-1990s, the children and apprentices of workers took up the largest 

proportion among the newly recruited laborers of SOPFs. Recruiting a large number of green hands 
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from the populace was not feasible in the late 1970s, when the post-placement in SOPFs became steady 

and saturated. The occupation was much sought-after because SOPFs workers enjoyed good social 

recognition and a higher salary than most other professions (JG4_ZGY). Under this system, 

favoritism—‘guanxi (关系)’—played an important role. Workers brought their children to the factory 

as apprentices. In the 1980s, the favoritism turned to be legitimate in an Art Porcelain Factory, where 

the rule was that the child whose parents were both factory workers had the advantage of internally 

inheriting a factory job (JG4_ZGY). Besides, the significant gaps between urban and rural regions in 

the 1980s prompted rural residents to ask any relatives who were SOPF workers to bring the rural young 

generation to factories through apprenticeship enrolment (JG4_ZGY). In the 1980s, without 

recommendation or guidance from masters of SOPFs, even the urban youth had little chance of being 

recruited (JG14_YJY, JG4_ZGY). 

The mining, management and distribution of raw materials (e.g., clay, glaze material, pigment material) 

were controlled by the government in the CPE period as a result of nationalization—‘guoyouhua (国有

化)’. In Jingdezhen before 1949, only people within the same family could contract private mines (Wang 

2014, 26). This monopoly was abolished by the Jingdezhen government in 1949. The laws stated: 

“mining shall be carried out by state-owned enterprises and cooperatives; if it is necessary for private 

enterprises to mine, it shall be based on formal mining standards and approved by the local government 

after consultation with mining companies” (Wu 1959, 362). The supply of firewood became a political 

task allocated by the higher level of government to the local government. That is, each county had to 

supply firewood for SOPFs in accordance with the assigned regional production goals (Wu 1959, 363). 

A series of technological innovations were conducted in traditional handicraft industries to achieve 

“higher productivity, lower costs, better quality and wider mechanization” (Wu 1959, 390), and 

essentially to raise market competitiveness in foreign trading. Taking Jingdezhen porcelain as an 

example, in the 1950s innovation was introduced in over 60 types of porcelain skills in Jingdezhen by 

local governmental authorities, including kiln firing, green-body shaping, porcelain decoration, 

packaging, green-body container production, as well as the refinement of raw materials (Wu 1959, 

358—9). In this period, the ‘private’ attribute of craftsmanship was weakened, because craftsmanship 

had become state property that was shared and learned openly. This change was conducive to the 

horizontal transmission of craftsmanship.  

These technological innovations brought a 20% increase in productivity and, thanks to promotion by 

the state, these advanced techniques diffused rapidly and extensively through Jingdezhen’s porcelain 

industry (Wu 1959, 394). Moreover, these innovations had largely improved the working environment 

of laborers. Green-body shaping workers could sit on the pedal-driven rotary wheels machine, which 

changed their former stooped posture (Wu 1959, 360). The fast-cooling kiln shortened the cooling 

process, which meant kiln artisans were not working in an extremely hot environment (Wu 1959, 360). 
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To pursue higher productivity, the state also made efforts to upgrade both tools and equipment. Before 

1949, wood-fired kilns were extensively used in Jingdezhen’s porcelain production (JG14_XJC and 

JG14_YJY). In 1956, after years of research and experimentation, the SOPFs in Jingdezhen developed 

coal-fired kilns to reduce the consumption of pine wood (Wang 2014, 27). By 1965, almost all SOPFs 

in Jingdezhen were using coal-fired kilns (Wang 2014, 27). In the 1990s, more advanced diesel-fired 

and gas-fired kilns were adopted for use by the SOPFs (JG14_YJY). However, the fuel may have 

affected the quality of the porcelain, as gas and oil cannot entirely replicate pine tar in producing the 

unique traditional feel of Jingdezhen porcelain (JG45_LBZ). Therefore, even in the 1990s, the Art 

Porcelain Factory continued to use wood- and coal-fired kilns to manufacture export commodities, 

while other products were manufactured in oil- and gas-fired kilns (JG4_ZGY). When SOPFs were 

closed down in 1999, factory production returned to decentralized individual production. 

Correspondingly, the firing equipment changed to small-sized shuttle kilns that used natural gas 

(JG14_YJY) —a technological development promoted by production needs.  

After the mid-1950s, the state promoted the extensive application of modern scientific technologies in 

handicraft industries. As a result, alternative clay and glaze materials were discovered, the quality of 

porcelain (such as the brightness and smoothness of the green body) improved, and the defective rate 

reduced (Wu 1959, 391—2). This advancement in scientific technology was significantly assisted by 

technological communication with foreign countries. For example, Jingdezhen artisans learned the slip 

casting technology from the Soviet Union, which compensated for the disadvantages of traditional 

hand-pressing techniques. Slip casting raised productivity by 300% and reduced raw material costs by 

30% (Wu 1959, 391—2).  

The strategy known as ‘Achieving Four Modernizations (i.e., modernization in China’s industry, 

agriculture, defenses, and science and technology)’ raised by Prime Minister Zhou Enlai in 1954 

brought remarkable achievements to the handicraft industries. As a response, cooperation between 

China and foreign countries (especially Chinese-friendly counties, such as the Soviet Union) in the 

development of scientific approaches to handicraft production was prevalent in the 1950s (Wu 1959, 

360, 88). In the mid-1970s, Jingdezhen’s SOPFs realized a truly industrial production that guaranteed 

standardization, yield, and quality (Wang 2014, 27). Inevitably, manual forms of craftsmanship were 

profoundly disrupted by this prevalent mode of automated production. This trend intensely influenced 

the younger generation of the 1970s, who preferred to engage in state-owned factories rather than to 

work with traditional manual craft production (GG134_GYX). 

The centralized government brought similar advantages in unifying the productive forces to those that 

imperial handicraft industries had in feudal society. For instance, in 1952, thanks to the success of state-

led research efforts, Jingdezhen stopped importing decal paper, an essential material for porcelain 

manufacture (Wu 1959, 386). The local Jingdezhen authority then established a ceramic art research 
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group. Young artisans were assigned to assist senior porcelain masters in producing artistic creations 

and to record traditional knowledge, skills, and techniques (Wu 1959, 386). The craft creation was 

focused on fine art porcelain, such as for foreign exhibitions, foreign trade, and special supply for state 

leaders. In 1953, over 200,000 pieces of fine art porcelain were produced in Jingdezhen (Wu 1959, 357). 

In 1954, the local authority established the Art and Ceramics Craft Association (ACCA). The ACCA 

brought together 27 prominent porcelain masters to pool their ideas on how to express political 

messages in porcelain designs. Collaborating with scholars from the Central Academy of Fine Arts in 

Beijing, the ACCA successfully integrated practical skills with theoretical knowledge (Wu 1959, 387—

8). To spread these advanced techniques, in 1955, the Jingdezhen government launched several training 

schemes on low-temperature colored-glazing techniques. These schemes trained approximately 400 

skilled technicians (Wu 1959, 401).  

The state also coordinated forces to preserve and recover some vanished or endangered traditional 

craftsmanship skills. For example, in Jingdezhen in imperial China, color-glazing techniques had mostly 

been transmitted through oral instruction and practical apprenticeship (Wu 1959, 395). Consequently, 

some techniques were lost when senior masters died (such as in the wars) before passing over their 

knowledge, skills, and experience to the younger generation. Other techniques gradually disappeared 

due to the exhaustion of certain raw materials. Following the state’s initiatives, the Jingdezhen Porcelain 

Research Institute 景德镇陶瓷研究所 made significant contributions to rescuing and reviving 

traditional craftsmanship in the mid to late 20th century. The institute recovered many endangered skills, 

recorded formulas for various materials, re-established traditional methods to produce pigments used 

in colored-glazing porcelain, and introduced new manufacturing methods to allow for a dozen foreign 

glazes (Wu 1959, 389—90).  

7.3.3 Organization of Production 

The socialist state played a leading role in organizing production in the handicraft industries. Socialist 

craft production aimed for higher yield, lower cost, better quality, and more mechanization (Wu 1959, 

390). The productivity-oriented production was understandable because the foreign exchange earned 

from export porcelain was used in supporting the construction of ‘heavy industries’ (Wu 1959, 405). 

The Chinese Arts and Crafts System built in the 1950s had specified which crafts were suitable for 

export. A series of profitable handicraft items, such as fabric, porcelain, bronze wares, iron wares, 

handmade toys, bamboo wares, furniture wares, and some traditional folk crafts were listed. So, in 

porcelain distribution, export porcelain always got priority (Wu 1959, 414). SOPFs mainly produced 

for export and political or diplomatic purposes (e.g., foreign exhibitions, embassy customized porcelain) 

(Wu 1959, 360), and occasionally duplicated antiques for museums (Tian 2016; Jingdong 2017).  

Affected by the yangfen 洋粉, Jingdezhen porcelain in the Republic of China blindly imitated western 
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motifs (Wu 1959, 431). In the CPE period, handicraft production retrieved the aesthetic of Chinese 

traditional features and reflected distinctive era features in motifs. Entrusted by the central government, 

the Central Academy of Fine Arts redesigned porcelain motifs in the CPE period (Wu 1959, 397—8). 

New motifs better reflected the Communist Party’s ideology, which consisted mainly of Chairman 

Mao’s image, national emblems, Communist Party icons and scenes of laboring (Wu 1959, 397—8). 

Motifs such as Confucian figures and images that were seen as feudalism residue were abandoned (Wu 

1959, 397—8), which increased the risk of the loss of some traditional motifs.  

The state also pushed for a radical simplification of production practice, abandoning processes and 

designs that were perceived as being overly time consuming or complicated (JG14_XJC). That is, 

although the SOPFs valued traditional designs for their popularity in foreign markets, they tended to 

prioritize efficiency over authenticity when it came to production practice. Over 500 types of traditional 

porcelain were re-designed, usually with simplified production processes, to fit the technical 

requirements for mass production (Wu 1959, 399). 

The ancient customs, jargon, specifications and procedures of traditional handicraft industries were 

severely damaged in the era of CPE. For example, traditional categories such as Zhuo ware and Yuan 

ware were abandoned during the lianying movement (JG14_XJC). The efficiency of ‘factory production’ 

was at the cost of overthrowing old porcelain systems and oversimplifying regulations accumulated 

over the industry’s long history.  

In the CPE period, state-owned craft factories established more rigorous and standardized systems for 

labor management and training, which differed significantly from traditional workshops. Compared 

with apprenticeship in the Republic of China, the exploitation of apprentices and the limitations on 

enrolment was relieved significantly in the CPE era. Transmission of porcelain craftsmanship 

principally followed factory-assigned mentorship and conventional apprenticeship taught by factory 

masters. Factory-assigned mentorship was accelerated teaching that normally gave apprentices78 three 

months to be ready-to-hand in factory production (JG4_ZGY). The high degree of laboring division 

made short-term apprenticeships possible. Masters just inspected the progress of apprentices’ self-

practice and offered a little verbal instruction, rather than hands-on teaching (JG4_ZGY, JG14_Ms 

Wang, JG14_Master X, JG14_Master Qiu, JG14_YJY). Verbal instruction was not as effective, 

especially when senior masters spoke in dialects (JG14_WXR). This highlighted the salient role of 

favoritism played in the authoritative apprenticeship system in factories. The informal arrangements of 

apprenticeships (usually three years) sustained by the social capital of Bang complemented the 

structured training in the SOPFs in shaping the transmission of Jingdezhen’s porcelain craftsmanship. 

                                                      
78 ‘Apprentices’ in this paragraph refers to green-hands workers; ‘masters’ refers to workers who were assigned to teach. 



 209 

7.3.4 Relations of Production 

The state controlled the forces of production and distributed laborers in the CPE period. The wage, 

welfare of workers, and other production-related issues (e.g., employment and dismissal, factory 

craftsmanship training, safety and health, contract term) (Wu 1959, 353) were clearly stipulated in the 

labor contract. Based on the Jingdezhen SOPFs case, occupations in state-owned factories were well 

respected as a decent and enviable career throughout the 1960s, 70s, and 80s, especially among rural 

residents, mainly because of the considerable welfare (e.g., education chances, health and safety welfare) 

and salary benefits.79  In addition, the SOPFs offered their employees reputational rewards such as 

technical titles, widely adapting the Technical Title Application and Assessment in the 1970s. 

The state also had absolute authority in crafts distribution. In the 1950s, 98% of the products in the 

porcelain industry were distributed in a mode of ‘bought deal (包销)’. That is, the underwriter (i.e., 

local governmentfounded, state-owned craft company) bought all craft products from cooperatives 

and state-owned craft factories, and then distributed these products to national and foreign markets in a 

planned way (Wu 1959, 405). The free-market economy was replaced by the centrally planned economy. 

The Economic Reform and Opening Up policy in 1978 once again started the involvement of private 

ownership in Chinese handicraft production but did not significantly impact SOPFs in Jingdezhen. It 

was the state-owned enterprises (SOE) reform in 1992 that fundamentally changed the relations of craft 

production nationwide. Many laid-off workers who had a craftsmanship background set up private craft 

businesses to solve their most pressing problem: making a living (GG134_GYX, GG134_JHJ). In rural 

areas individual craft workshop production gradually became profitless from the late 1990s (e.g., the 

case of Zhong paper production in Ganjiangyuan village). Many village craftspeople left their rural 

communities for cities to do non-craft related work (GG1_Master Fan).  

The new economic policy required state-owned enterprises to transform into private enterprises. 

However, in the 1990s’ SOE reform, the governing authority ignored whether these mechanized, 

modernized, and simplified handicrafts could deal with challenges from the free market. As 

demonstrated by Jingdezhen SOPFs, private investors were seldom capable of taking over the large-

size factories that had come to dominate the production system built up during CPE’s 40 years. The 

Zhong paper case reflects the plight faced by Chinese handicrafts in the late 1990s. These handicrafts 

could neither maintain the original consumers of traditional crafts nor compete with modern, mass-

produced products.   

Worse still, faith in handicraft production declined, which weakened the bonds of craft practitioners. 

                                                      
79 In 1982, on average, an entry-level SOPF worker could earn approximately 660 yuan a year, which was significantly higher 

than the national average annual disposable income for urban and rural residents in the same year (535.3 yuan and 270.1 yuan, 

respectively) (NBSC 2019b).  
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Before the 1980s, the craftsmanship of Zhong paper production was an indicator measuring household 

living standards in the Ganjiangyuan village, and even affected marriage partner selection among 

villagers (Wen 2016, 92). Therefore, villagers trained their children to participate in papermaking and 

learn the skills at an early age. From the 1980s, with more occupation choices emerging, handicraft 

production was seen as dead end. The loosened restrictions around population mobility between rural 

and urban areas from 1978 allowed young laborers in villages into move into developing regions 

(GG134_LQH), which changed the inheritance ecology of traditional craftsmanship.  

With the enactment of the Open Up policy, more foreign craft products (e.g., western-style furniture) 

have entered Chinese markets and dramatically changed consumption preferences. For the generation 

of the 1970s, sought-after foreign goods were superior to traditional crafts and became the symbol of 

higher living standards (GG134_GYX). With the ensuing change in aesthetics, traditional handicraft 

industries were inevitably impacted. Lifestyles changed at many levels; for instance, since the 1980s, 

fewer Hakka females in GG134_LQH’s community use ethnic handkerchiefs because of the emergence 

of more ‘fashionable’ alternatives.  

7.3.5 Summary  

In the first 50 years of the Communist Party’s rule (19491999), the construction of industrial systems 

was prioritized. Handicraft industries served the building of heavy industries, with foreign exchange 

earned from export porcelain being used in the construction of these industries. In the competitive global 

market, Chinese handicraft production put great emphasis on ‘cost reduction, productivity and quality 

improvement, and more mechanization’, but at cost of waning interest in traditional craftsmanship. 

The centralized governance in the CPE period empowered the state to control all aspects of craft-related 

activities, ranging from the possession of raw materials, production organization and product 

distribution, to the innovation and rescue of craftsmanship, as well as training of craft talents. In the 

context of ‘politics outweighs economics’, epochal decisions made by various levels of government—

such as the lianying movement in the 1950s, ‘Achieving Four Modernizations’ in the mid-1970s, 

Economic Reform and Opening Up policy in 1978, and state-owned enterprise reforms in the 1990s—

have all had significant impacts on handicraft production in China.  

The productivity-driven changes led by the state undermined aspects of traditional craftsmanship in 

Jingdezhen’s porcelain industry, especially those traditional skills, knowledge and techniques that were 

deemed unfit for mass production or the socialist ideology. However, it would be an oversimplification 

to see these interventions as destroying traditional craftsmanship. In the reshaping of Jingdezhen’s 

porcelain industry, some aspects of traditional craftsmanship were efficiently diffused into the broader 

labor force, while other aspects were able to grow. These empirical findings call for a more 
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comprehensive understanding of the complex cultural impacts of state-led economic initiatives and, 

more broadly, of China’s planned economy during the second half of the 20th century. 

After the SOPFs collapsed in the mid-1990s, Jingdezhen’s porcelain industry came once again to be 

dominated by private workshops and small-scale factories. Many former SOPF workers faced great 

financial difficulties after being laid off. Others eventually became the technical backbone of the private 

workshops and factories in post-SOPF Jingdezhen, which had experienced massive disruption due to 

the state’s shock-therapy-style retreat. Because the state-led interventions severely dismantled 

traditional production networks, it will take a long time for post-SOPF private workshops and factories 

to build a new system in Jingdezhen, as they have suffered from the absence of a supportive, sustainable 

and self-contained ecology of production. 

Drawing from the SOPFs experience, this section argues that the key to revitalizing traditional 

craftsmanship in contemporary China lies in three areas. Firstly, craftspeople need to have a decent 

income, job security, basic welfare and development opportunities. They will then be in a better position 

to apply individual agency to inherent traditional crafting skills, to improve their knowledge and 

techniques and to increase the art value of their production practice. Secondly, in the absence of an 

effective coordinator, most private craft workshops and factories have little to no communication or 

interaction with local porcelain research institutes and universities. New channels and platforms need 

to be established to enable craftspeople to exchange knowledge and to collaborate in researching and 

developing traditional craftsmanship. Finally, self-initiated apprenticeship is necessary, although this 

reappeared even before the collapse of the SOPFs. However, there is as yet no well-developed social 

network to replace the SOPFs and traditional Bangs in facilitating innovation in traditional 

craftsmanship. 

Despite it being a quarter of a century since the state’s retreat from Jingdezhen, these three areas remain 

underdeveloped. This indicates that although the market-demand orientation is an essential attribute of 

traditional craftsmanship, safeguarding and developing traditional crafting knowledge, skills and 

techniques need more than just the market. Therefore, instead of taking a laissez-faire approach, the 

state can and should be more proactive in providing social welfare, facilitating technical collaborations 

and nurturing skill-transmission networks for Jingdezhen's porcelain industry. In so doing, the state can 

create better conditions for the preservation and development of traditional craftsmanship without 

unnecessarily intervening in specific production practices. 
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7.4 Socialist Market Economy Period (Late 1990s  Present)  

7.4.1 State Intervention and Market Dominance 

The socialist market economy combines the ‘law of markets’ with ‘state intervention’; that is, the central 

government has gradually given way to the market in economic activities but still maintains a degree 

of macro-regulation. As per Figure 7.1, state intervention outweighed market forces in ancient 

handicraft industries in feudal societies. In the Republic of China, with the waning of state forces, the 

civilian market dominance rose sharply. Although in the 1930s the state conducted an industrialization 

reform to take back control in handicraft industries, warfare distracted the state from enacting the reform. 

In the CPE era, nationalization drastically wiped out the market elements, which meant highly 

centralized control in handicraft industries. Since 1978, private ownership has once again emerged and 

state-owned enterprises have been dismantled, which marks a turning point toward the full return of 

dependence on market forces. However, in the first decade of the Socialist Market Economy era, 

dependence on market forces seems to have been ineffective in reviving and rescuing the ICH of 

traditional craft production. Since 2008, ‘moderate’80 intervention from the state has resumed, such as 

preferential policies, funding, talent training and government advertising. I call the current stage the 

‘politics & market friendly coexistence era’. 

 

Figure 7.1 The changing degree of market dominance and state intervention in Chinese handicraft 

industries through three time periods 

                                                      
80 Compared with CPE and feudalism periods, contemporary state intervention is much more moderate. 
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7.4.2 Means of Production 

As in the CPE period, mineral raw materials, such as clay, glaze, pigment, raw inkstone, and lime, were 

owned by the state. Currently, there are well-established laws and acts (e.g., the Law of Mineral 

Resources of the People’s Republic of China) stipulating state ownership (NEAPRC 2009). In contrast 

with earlier periods, the state acts as a ‘macro-controller’ instead of ‘direct miner’. The socialist market 

economy empowers private enterprises to contract and to mine mineral resources by obtaining 

permission according to a paid acquisition’ system.81  

Years of mineral exploitation has caused severe environmental problems such as landslides and particle 

pollution, which has triggered state controls on mining activities. In practice, the local government 

strictly controls mining permissions, and prohibits mining activities in some sensitive regions, such as 

Yaoli 瑶里 (i.e., Kaolin clay 高岭土 mine lots) and Longwei Mountain 龙尾山 (i.e., Laokeng 老坑 

stone mine lots). 

The high degree of labor division in complex craftsmanship practices has resulted in a separation 

between material suppliers and users. As per Figure 7.2, contractors are the link between the initial 

controller (i.e., the state) and terminal supplier (i.e., the further processing enterprises). The state holds 

determinant rights in mining, while terminal suppliers decide the market price of raw material, which 

further affects the gross cost of a craft.  

 

Figure 7.2 The distribution chain of raw materials in craft production 

When the premium material is exhausted or access is denied, the rarity of the material means extremely 

high prices that force craft practitioners to find cheaper alternatives. Similarly with animal and plant 

supplies, the cost (e.g., time, monetary and physical cost) of processing raw material means some 

artisans prefer alternatives that are time-saving and low-cost. The difference is that alternatives of 

                                                      
81 That is, contractors have to pay the state for obtaining the exploitation right. 
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mineral-type raw materials tend to be a result of passive choice;—that is, the material exhaustion forces 

craft practitioners to find alternatives—while alternatives of animal and plant materials are generally 

the outcome of active choices—namely, practitioners seek alternatives for more convenient options in 

material usage.  

In the socialist market economy, craft practitioners select worksites with more consideration toward 

factors such as market friendliness and production convenience, whilst benefiting from government 

supports. 

Worksites that facilitate contact with consumers are welcomed among individual artisans whose crafts 

have great pricing flexibility. Accordingly, the rent of those market-oriented worksites, usually situated 

in tourism sites or downtown areas, is rather high. Even so, artisans in these worksites have more 

opportunities for profit in craft trades because of their identity as retailers instead of suppliers. Locals 

with inherited property (e.g., ancestral houses) have an advantage in preserving authentic craftsmanship 

that is usually time-consuming but valuable, and rent pressure is likely to drive a large number of 

nonlocal artisans at tourism sites to produce profitable, time-saving but less valuable or even nonlocal 

crafts.  

Practitioners of factory mass production consider production convenience most in worksite selection. 

This convenience means accessibility of material resources and equipment, transportation for stock and 

delivery, and rent and land price. The Jingdezhen Porcelain Industrial Zone is situated on the outskirts 

of town, where it is near a provincial highway that is good for product delivery and raw material stock 

to be stored. Private enterprises can buy a large plot of land at a low price to construct factories and 

have in this case formed an industrial cluster. This type of cluster to some extent can evolve to be 

wholesale center, members of which share advantages in sales brought by the ‘cluster effect’, just as in 

the Inkstone Craft Market in She County 歙县.  

Increasing concern from the political authorities around ICH affairs has given birth to plenty of supports 

(e.g., policies, projects, and funds), to encourage excellent artisans to continue the practice of traditional 

craftsmanship. Jingdezhen’s government has invested in constructing a Porcelain Valley project at 

Sanbao 三宝 village, which covers multiple functions, such as tourism recreation, art creation, historical 

museum, and porcelain cultural education. The Jingdezhen Ceramic Industry Museum Taoxichuan 陶

溪川, built in an abandoned flagship SOPF site, is also an endeavor in heritage protection undertaken 

by the local government. The two projects have attracted many Jingpiao 景漂 because of the low rent. 

A preferred measure is granting free or low-rental usage of training workplaces chuanxisuo to those 

ICH inheritors who are masters in various crafts.  

At tourism sites, the local government cooperates with tourism enterprises to create practice spaces for 

artisans who manage a profitable business. The Hundred Craftspeople Hall (HCH)百匠堂 project at 



 215 

Xidi wears two hats: popularising ICH craftsmanship to tourists in response to the central government’s 

policies (Li and Wang 2018; JXPDCT 2019; Ma 2019), and developing the craft economy to increase 

local tourism revenue. Artisans stationed in the HCH do not pay rent but have to pay 15% of their 

revenue to the tourism enterprise that has provided them the worksite. In the high-cost environment of 

scenic spots, the HCH pattern to some extent relieves the cost burden on artisans. However, the selection 

of worksite (or storefront) in the HCH is affected by favoritism. In this process, many local craft 

practitioners were ignored, raising tensions between locals and the government.  

Technological progress is fundamental to the degree of machine involvement in craft production. 

However, the variety of market demands is a decisive factor. Mass demand for less-expensive crafts has 

driven large-scale factories to adopt full mechanization for higher production. Small-scale factories may 

be half-mechanized, restricted by management capital and sometimes by the complexity of 

craftsmanship. For example, most private porcelain factories in Jingdezhen still hire workers to operate 

equipment or manually conduct some steps instead of using automation. Individual artisans mostly 

manually undertake art creation, because excessive involvement of machines may decrease the 

collection value of fine art crafts. Thus, craft practitioners are flexible in judging the role of machines 

in their production, rather than blindly denying the beneficial function of machines for some aspects of 

the trade. As an authority in the porcelain field, JG8_TYB claimed that “a genuine ‘innovation’ in 

porcelain at least embodies in art creation [i.e., design], techniques [i.e., equipment], and workmanship 

[i.e., manual skills]”. The utilization of automation follows a premise of respecting individual agency 

(i.e., spiritual design and workmanship details). Modern technologies should be the driver for skills 

innovation rather than an excuse for ‘Lazy thinking’82. 

Craftsmanship creates regional products, deeply embedded in local culture. In three cases, Ganzhou 

reflects the highest convergence between community and craftsmanship. That is, Ganzhou traditional 

craftsmanship thrived with the development of Hakka and ethnic communities. Conversely, the severe 

loss of craftsmanship in communities is happening with the waning of community distinctiveness, 

which results from changed living patterns and customs in the modern world, leading to the 

phenomenon of communities being hollowed out, and assimilation by Han communities. The Yao ethnic 

village in Ganzhou has only one craft still being practiced—mesh bag weaving—while textile skills 

have waned in this village because villagers can buy from outside factories and fairs. Mesh bags only 

still exist because many left-behind elders in this village are still doing farm work that requires a mesh 

bag to carry corn. I can foresee the loss of weaving skills when other laboring patterns replace how farm 

work is done. In the context of community, it is the substantial demand for crafts from community 

members that provides the legitimacy for traditional craftsmanship to survive. 

                                                      
82  ‘Lazy thinking’ refers to those people who imitate or copy other existing thoughts, designs, and creations, and are 

individually reluctant to or shirk to think with their own mind.  
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In the transmission process, many types of craftsmanship are changing for various reasons. Considering 

the increasing cost and decreasing price of Zhong paper since the 1970s, Ganjiangyuan villagers have 

changed the techniques in processing raw materials. To cater to contemporary aesthetic preferences, 

traditional motifs in inkstone carving have been replaced with modern patterns. Huizhou carvings in 

the tourism market are not as delicate as those in ancient times, because most tourists cannot afford fine 

art carvings. Mass demand results in the simplification of skills and thus affects the transmission of 

craftsmanship to the next generation. Even so, these variations are a part of the craftsmanship’s 

evolution and are the outcome of adapting to the changed social and economic environment. What 

contemporary practitioners can do is at least maintain each epochal form of craftsmanship in written 

form, and at most inherit and develop them if the environment allows. 

Some types of craftsmanship are still consistent in their relative original/traditional forms through 

generational transmission. Hakka textile craft still follows the most traditional weaving skills, 

persevering with five-color83 patterns to express worship of the harmony between nature and human 

beings. The intensive utilization of mesh bags in Yao communities facilitates the consistency in skills 

transmission. The consistency in transmitting some skills stems from the benefit some well-known 

craftsmanship can bring. Jingdezhen still extensively produces the Four Classic Porcelains84 not just 

because of the maturity of these porcelain skills, but also because of the public recognition of these 

representative porcelains. Four Porcelains are seen as the brand of Jingdezhen porcelain, symbolising 

authenticity and uniqueness. Besides, for individual artisans in Jingdezhen, where there is a high 

proportion of self-employed workshops, the cost of craftsmanship innovation is so high that the 

‘innovation inertia’ to some extent facilitates the consistency of some traditional skills. 

The loss of talent and laborers in the craft field is challenging ICH conservation in contemporary China. 

In the ICH field, the laborer supply—particularly the participation of the younger generation—is 

insufficient.  

Vocational diseases are quite common in craft-related practice, especially due to some of the chemical 

substances involved (e.g., porcelain painting), physically intensive skills (e.g., mesh bag weaving, 

carvings and textiles), and working in dangerous environments (e.g., dusty stone-processing and clay-

trimming). Self-employed artisans have to self-manage these risks. In ancient times, craftspeople had 

to stay in the profession due to the limited vocational options, the profession registration system, and 

the pressure from family to continue the tradition. Now, alternative jobs liberate people from these 

restrictions.  

Seen from the perspective of the fulfillment of individual needs, contemporary craft practitioners are 

                                                      
83 Five colors: green means plant and health, red means fire and is auspicious, black means land and fortune, white means 

water and hope, blue means Hakka settlements and life. 
84 Jingdezhen Four Classic Porcelains: blue-and-white porcelain, rice-pattern decorated porcelain, famille rose porcelain, and 

colored-glaze porcelain. 
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facing various obstacles that stop them from persisting with or developing their craft careers. However, 

as found in all three cases examined, most craftspeople are self-employed, with the accompanying 

common problems such as insecure work, little entrepreneurship, heavy pressure in rent costs, and 

absence of the ‘Five insurances and housing fund (五险一金)’85  that Chinese Labor Law regulates 

employers to implement.  

Traditional crafts and related practices are different from most contemporary youngsters’ normal 

modern living environments. Younger people often have difficulties in engaging in the slow-paced but 

systematic learning of craftsmanship knowledge. In terms of vocational views, decent and high-paid 

jobs are sought-after among young people, which crafts can rarely provide. Craft jobs have many 

drawbacks—they can be time-consuming and physically harmful, offer an unstable career path and 

future, and provide inferior social recognition—all of which are at the opposite pole of the younger 

generation’s preferences in career choice. In terms of civic education, there are few educational 

channels to connect them with tradition, which decreases their likelihood of becoming craft practitioners 

or consumers. As XG3_Karsten noted, affected by popular culture, youngsters even reject traditional 

products, seeing crafts as ‘out-of-date’. More problematic and the generational gaps in craftsmanship 

inheritance in some communities. In the investigated Yao village, middle-aged laborers work outside, 

while the left-behind children have no approach to learning traditional skills since the parental 

generation is absent, while their grandparents’ generation tends to hope children undertake higher 

education instead of being craftspeople. For these reasons, fewer youngsters participate in the craft field, 

raising challenges such as difficulty in recruiting students or apprentices, high dropout rates in 

apprenticeships, and low transformation rate from chuanxisuo trainees, craft-major students, and 

apprentices to lifelong craft practitioners.  

Meanwhile, many craft laborers are leaving the industry, due to aging problems and the depressed craft 

market. Implicitly, because of their lack of confidence in the craft field, artisans are reluctant to have 

their children undertake craft careers. 

7.4.3 Organization of Production 

In the past ten years, the development of China’s economy has slowed down, as shown by China’s 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) decreasing from 10.6% in 2010 to 6.8% in 2017 (NBSC 2019a). 

Correspondingly, the year-on-year growth rate of per capita expenditure for Chinese residents has 

decreased from 9.6% in 2014 to 8.3% in 2018 (NBSC 2019c). For most residents, the budget for non-

necessities (e.g., crafts) consumption has inevitably shrunk. Considering the high risk of losing money 

                                                      
85 China’s Social Security System consists of five mandatory insurance schemes (pension fund, medical insurance, industrial 

injury insurance, unemployment insurance, and maternity insurance) and a housing fund (only applicable to Chinese 

employees). 
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during the slump, craft practitioners tend to adopt conservative strategies in production (e.g., invest less 

in innovative craft products). This trend is particularly evident in contemporary Jingdezhen, as 

expressed by the porcelain factory owners and studio managers interviewed. 

The organization of craft production is closely related to the market; changing market preferences are 

influencing the utilization of authentic skills. In the craft field, lower demand for niche markets 

maintains authentic, integral, and traditional skills; in contrast, higher demand in the common craft 

market drives the production of more-simplified and less-skilled crafts. In this context, the loss of 

tradition, rules, measurements, and regulations is not uncommon. As some senior artisans in Jingdezhen 

said, the new generation of porcelain practitioners in Jingdezhen, whose works target modern 

consumers, knows little about traditional measurements.  

Modern marketization brings many difficulties in preserving traditional craftsmanship. The less-popular 

craft products give way to the popular ones, and consequently put skills involved in creating these 

unpopular crafts in danger. In contemporary Jingdezhen, traditional sculpture porcelain is struggling in 

a depressed market because of its weight, price, motifs and time-consuming workmanship. Younger 

porcelain artisans chose to produce ‘modern types’, which ignore traditional practices. Also, some 

senior artisans, under pressure to provide for their families, have switched to simplified, modern, and 

cheaper porcelain. As for those unprofitable craft businesses like Zhong paper production, many have 

simply closed down. Craft production seems to follow a path: ‘original manual skills’→ ‘machine 

involvement, simplified procedure, alternative raw material, increasing productivity’→ ‘still 

profitable’→ ‘unprofitable, quit from the production field’. 

As found in my three cases (Jingdezhen, Ganzhou, and Xidi), most craft production is done by self-

employed individuals in small private workshops, accompanied by a small proportion of middle-size 

workshops and factories. Self-employment is more suitable for the production of valuable86 crafts that 

require time-consuming workmanship and freedom in fine art creation.  

The drawback of self-employment lies in providing for craft practitioners with health and safety and in 

the irrational competition between craft enterprises (e.g., ‘malicious’ price cuts and design plagiarism), 

as well as the vulnerable relationship between suppliers (e.g., factories or workshops) and retailers. 

Craft creation is intelligence-intensive work, while the protection of intellectual property in the ICH 

craft field is not well enacted from both the legislative and practice aspects. In the porcelain field, the 

innovation of materials (e.g., pigment, clay, glaze) formula and motif design require numerous efforts 

of trial and error. Most self-employed craftspeople are reluctant to invest in time-consuming and cost-

consuming innovation. Compared to other crafts, porcelain crafts are ‘lucky’ because the formula is an 

invisible intelligence that is not easy to be ‘plagiarized’. Most crafts, such as carvings, paintings, and 

                                                      
86 ‘Valuable’ refers to the value in aesthetics and fine art creation, as well as good inheritance in traditional authentic and 

integral workmanship. 
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utility-oriented crafts have a higher proportion of ‘visible parts’ (e.g., shape, pattern, motif) that are 

easier to imitate. As JG8_XYT complained, “it is common in Jingdezhen to see craft practitioners 

‘imitate’ best-selling porcelains for instant profits”.  

Self-employed craftspeople tend to manage stalls rather than storefronts because of rent costs. However, 

urban areas and some tourism sites forbid stall businesses, to maintain a well-organized and tidy image 

for the region. These restrictive regulations have led to some senior craft practitioners quitting craft 

businesses, as shown in Xidi and Ganzhou. This highlights the relative powerlessness of even these 

highly skilled craftspeople in dealing with local bureaucracy. 

Following ancient transmission modes, ‘family transmission’ and ‘conventional apprenticeship’ are still 

evident in self-employed craft production. Family teaching in Jingdezhen is less prevalent than Ganzhou 

and Xidi, because family transmission is clearly suitable for family businesses (e.g., Shicheng 

calligraphic brush) and the less commercial crafts in communities (e.g., Yao ethnic mesh bag). Besides, 

the monopolies of advanced craft skills within the ‘family sphere’ fail to bring ‘higher-than-average 

productivity’ (Hollander 2008, 116) in regions where there is a need to develop mature craft industries. 

So, apprenticeship is more suitable for Jingdezhen’s porcelain industry, which is managed in workshops, 

middle-size factories, and studios.  

Contemporary apprenticeship has shown new features. Affected by modern society, the younger 

generation has less patience in learning systematic craftsmanship. Some interviewed apprentices 

complained about the time-consuming beginning of an apprenticeship. Young apprentices feel frustrated 

when they fail to cultivate a ‘good feeling’ during their first years of learning. This impatient attitude 

may shorten the ‘beginning’ period to several months, which is a poor foundation for the subsequent 

study. Modern apprentices have more approaches to self-supplement skills via the Internet, though they 

may be misled since they might not be able to judge ‘what is good’. Contemporary apprenticeships still 

have drawbacks in systematic and professional training around artistic expression and appreciation. 

Only a few senior masters included aesthetic appreciation in their teaching, and most workshop masters 

still focus on teaching of operational techniques. 

Another significant change in knowledge transmission is the development of professional academic 

teaching (PAT). Since the 1950s, a number of craft technical colleges such as Jingdezhen Porcelain 

College have been established in craft advantageous zones. Nowadays, students of craftsmanship 

courses tend to be younger (e.g., middle school students); for instance, the inkstone courses opened in 

the Xingzhi Middle School 行知中学 of She County. However, PAT disconnects the craft market from 

college teaching. Graduates’ innovation sometimes cannot match consumer demands because they lack 

feedback from the real market.  

The Chinese government is eager to popularize the ICH of craftsmanship among the broader population, 



 220 

though these efforts sometimes ignore the depth of craftsmanship mastery. Seen from the government-

sponsored chuanxisuo or ICH-inheritor bases that were frequently talked about in my three cases studies, 

we find that the government is intentionally bridging professional craft practitioners with the mass 

population to cultivate familiarity among the public towards the ICH.  

7.4.4 Relations of Production 

Modernization promotes the cooperation of multiple industries, such as between tourism and the 

handicraft industry. Tourism, with its high footfall, offers a broader platform for the craft economy but 

can also lead to dishonest practices such as overcharging, faking authenticity, and low-quality 

production. Another drawback of the tourism context is that as a profit-driven commercial activity it 

tends to value the inherent value of craft less. The rate of change in business types, such as changing 

from traditional handicraft businesses to fast-return, modern accessory shops and food and 

accommodation businesses, increases pressure through costs in rent, raw materials, and labor.  

The survival of fine art crafts requires consumers to have a degree of appreciation of some complicated 

skills and to have knowledge that average consumers (such as tourists) often lack. This type of ideal, 

knowledgeable consumer is quite rare, which limits the scale of these crafts to a niche market and 

encourages ‘low-quality, high-price’ commodities in the craft market. Particularly in the tourism context, 

the craft market that presents machine-produced crafts as manually crafted and charges accordingly has 

enlarged the gap between producers and consumers in rationally acknowledging the price and value of 

crafts. These dishonest practices have harmed the interests of authentic craftspeople. 

Contemporary problems in the craft field emphasize the urgency of having an overarching body to 

supervise/regulate, coordinate, and organize craft-related affairs just as guilds and SOPFs had in the 

past. However, in the three cases studied it was universally found that this kind of regulator or 

coordinator is absent. The autonomy of individual craft practitioners is increasing, but this freedom has 

brought some chaos in production, marketing, and talent cultivation. When the state directly participated 

in ICH affairs, such as in the CPE period, almost all aspects regarding ICH (e.g., practitioners, 

production, welfare, and sales) were well taken care of. The experience of this has many interviewees 

pinning their hopes on the government playing a coordinator role.  

It is acknowledged that the government allocates limited energy, human resources, and funds to realize 

the revival of craftsmanship or the craft economy. Since the beginning of the 2000s, China has been 

implementing ICH inheritor projects, similar to the ‘Living National Treasure’ program in Japan, aiming 

to support certified preservers of important ICH. With the increasing attention paid to ICH, some ICH 

practitioners (e.g., craftspeople) have develop high reputations, higher social status, social recognition, 

monetary benefit, and a broad platform to show their talent; however, feedback from both grassroots 

artisans and ICH inheritors is not so optimistic. Both the certified inheritors and ordinary artisans 



 221 

complained about insufficient support for their ICH career. In 2018, approximately 0.7 billion yuan was 

budgeted by the State Ministry of Finance for the protection of ICH (MFPRC 2018a), accounting for 

2.5% of the budget for the main category ‘expenditure on culture, sports and media’ (28.06 billion) 

(MFPRC 2018b). Jiangxi and Anhui provinces separately received 27.42 million and 24.79 million for 

the specific expenditure in ICH careers (MFPRC 2018a). The fund is far from sufficient to directly 

benefit the tens of thousands of craft practitioners in Jingdezhen, Ganzhou and Xidi.  

I agree that local government should spare resources to support those endangered craftsmanship 

practices that have few possibilities to connect to a viable market. Though a few craft practitioners have 

pinned their hopes on the government’s efforts to standardize craft production and sales, I suggest that 

this marketization ‘mission’ (i.e., adjust the craft production and sales) is better fulfilled by markets and 

not state intervention. A profitable business can motivate practitioners to maintain long-term interest, 

and further form associations or organizations to maintain the orderly operation of craft industries. The 

legitimacy of guilds in ancient handicraft industries was based on providing this order. 

7.5 What Changed Over Time through the Three Periods?  

7.5.1 Changes in Raw Materials, Techniques, Craftsmanship Systems, and 

Worksites 

The control of raw materials in the Republic of China, the centrally planned economy period and then 

the socialist market economy period follows the path: ‘private force control→state control 

(nationalization)→state control but empowers private forces to contract and mine’. The socialist market 

economy adopts both the ‘law of markets’ and ‘authoritative regulations’ for the sustainable 

management of raw materials.  

The changes in raw material used are the result of active and passive choices of material utilizers. Craft 

producers utilize alternatives to raise productivity, reduce costs or innovate skills87 , and passively 

because of the state’s control in material mining or the material’s exhaustion. Ideally, there is sufficient 

raw material to support contemporary craft production. When the original raw material is exhausted, 

under the premise that craftspeople are embedded in their local culture and the craft skills are inherited 

from the past, alternative raw materials will not diminish the authenticity of most crafts but may possibly 

decrease their collection value. Exceptional crafts whose authenticity may be significantly affected by 

use of an alternative material have two features: the craft is well-known because of its raw material, 

                                                      
87 The derivative skills can be acknowledged as the inheritance and development of authentically original craftsmanship. We 

can see the cases of alloy wire braiding (derivative skills) and straw braiding (authentically original craftsmanship).  
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and/or the traits of the raw material in function88 or aesthetic expression89 are extraordinary and cannot 

be surpassed by substitutes. In my view, although changes in raw material can influence the authenticity 

of craftsmanship to varying degrees, the changes should not be seen ‘negatively’. Seen from a 

developmental perspective, the inevitable changes in skills and raw materials contribute to the 

upgrading or improvement of a craft. 

In China, the productivity of the handicrafts industry was improved with industrialization reforms in 

1930, and some mechanization was extensively used in private craft workshops in the late 1940s. 

Instructed by CPE’s productivity guidelines, state-owned craft factories favored time-saving 

craftsmanship and undertook technological innovations from the 1950s. Mechanization increased 

greatly in the mid-1970s, when fully automatic production began in some state-owned porcelain 

factories. Till now, the craft industry continues to adopt contemporary technological advances to 

increase productivity. 

The significant development of modern technologies offers craft practitioners diverse choices in 

production. Although productivity has been raised thanks to technological development, breakthroughs 

in craftsmanship—particularly workmanship—are not a product of mechanization. One positive 

outcome is the multiple demands on the industry improve the survival chances for both manual and 

mechanized production. However, a concern is that the contemporary niche market for high-end crafts 

has slumped, which is particularly challenging for manual craftsmanship.   

The industrialization of handicraft industries is realized at the cost of destroying ancient systems, rules, 

and measurements. In the 1930s, although ancient, inherited rules and systems were simplified to some 

extent, the variation in craftsmanship compared to ancient times was not so significant. However, CPE 

overthrew the ancient systems and reconstructed a set of factory systems that made ‘unified production’ 

easy. With the closure of state-owned craft factories in the late 1990s, factory systems came to an end, 

and the ancient rules and systems have not yet been well recovered. The absence of systems and rules 

in contemporary handicraft industries has a negative impact on current production and apprenticeship. 

This is one of the reasons Chinese handicraft industries are facing many difficulties in undertaking 

orderly craft production.  

The worksites of handicraft production changed from the private workshops of the 1930s40s to the 

CPE’s state-owned factories, and today multiple types of worksite—such as private workshops, 

factories, studios, tourism sites’ storefronts, and government-allocated training sites chuanxisuo—all 

operate simultaneously. Contemporary craftsmanship has comprehensive platforms to develop, such as 

‘studios’ for producing innovative and antique-imitative fine art crafts, ‘workshops’ for manufacturing 

                                                      
88 Just as the famo 发墨 effect of Laokeng inkstone materials. 

89 Just as in the naturally formed images of Shicheng inkstone materials.  
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manual and semi-mechanized crafts, ‘factories’ for mass-producing utilitarian crafts, and ‘tourism sites’ 

for making locally inherited cultural crafts. This variety of worksites results from marketization because 

multiple forms of production are created to meet the diversity of contemporary demands. The various 

types of worksites highlight different attempts by contemporary craft practitioners to find better ways 

to develop craftsmanship and craft industries.  

7.5.2 Changes in the Organization of Production and Teaching 

In the Republic of China, the labor supply to civilian handicraft industries still followed traditional labor 

types (e.g., families and relatives in family-managed workshops, migrant artisans who were Bang 

members, apprentices in private workshops), though to some extent had decreased due to warfare. The 

Republic of China occupational structure stabilized the supply of craft laborers. The craft industry was 

regulated by guilds and associations. The training of laborers still followed ancient rules, and thus was 

still based on systematic teaching (three to six years in duration). 

In the CPE era, the priority given to productivity and yield moved production away from complicated 

craftsmanship. State-owned factory workers produced selected types of crafts in line with the state’s 

production plans. More types of labor were involved to meet mass production, which broke down the 

monopoly of bangs and some private forces on certain types of craftsmanship. Moreover, gender 

discrimination was significantly relieved. Although factory production had some drawbacks as 

discussed before, the ‘factory pattern’ was a good mode to fulfill individual artisans’ various needs, 

ranging from the fundamental physiological level to the highest self-actualization, as Maslow (1943) 

constructed. It was the factory that organized the training of laborers. However, the training was short-

term (three-month) and taught basic procedures. A positive aspect was that the hierarchical assessment 

in factory production motivated labors to improve their skills for higher ranks and salary. Also, taking 

advantage of Bang’s favoritism, some workers could access systematic training of skills (for three 

years). Supported by educational welfare, workers could undertake further education in craft colleges, 

which enabled them to access modern techniques.   

With the enactment of the socialist market economy, Chinese craft industries adopted market-oriented 

production. Civilian craftspeople, artists, factories owners produce crafts in line with consumers’ needs 

or demands. Guilds and specific associations regulated all aspects of handicraft industries in the 1930s 

to 1940s—this ‘coordinator’ or ‘regulator’ in craft industries is absent now. The ‘Law of markets’ now 

determines the supply of craft laborers. Profitable craft businesses attract more laborers and vice versa. 

Higher autonomy in production practice has increased the freedom of practitioners in utilizing 

craftsmanship. However, excessive autonomy means individuals cannot enjoy the advantages of 

collectivism (e.g., guilds and bang), such as a sense of belonging to a community, mutual help, and peer 

skills communication.  
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In craft production, craftspeople in the Republic of China had to follow rules in the craft domain (usually 

inherited from ancient times), guilds and associations, and the specific worksites (e.g., workshops). Till 

the CPE period, factory rules and requirements dominated the whole production. Now craft practitioners 

have absolute freedom in production because there are no rules to regulate them; however, this ‘freedom’ 

sometimes sacrifices aspects of the ancient rules and CPE’s production systems. Worse still, the absence 

of rules is likely to mislead the new generation’s craft practice.   

Craft practitioners have enough freedom to choose the approach they want to develop their skills. 

Factories prefer to recruit experienced workers, so factory laborers have learned craftsmanship via an 

apprenticeship or other learning approaches before employment. Studio practitioners learn craft 

knowledge from universities or colleges. The emerging ‘public teaching’, such as training in chuanxisuo 

and experiential courses, demonstrates that craftsmanship teaching is no longer just for cultivating 

professional craft laborers but also to provide amateurs with access to basic knowledge for their personal 

interest. This implies that the monopoly in craftsmanship has largely been weakened, and people have 

more freedom to consider whether to take craft jobs. While the freedom to choose different skill 

development pathways has increased, the dropout rate has damaged the rigor in apprenticeship. 

7.5.3 Changes in the Distribution of Laborers and Goods 

In the Republic of China, guilds and specific associations (e.g., bangkou) controlled the distribution of 

laborers and goods. More specifically, it was the privileged private sector (e.g., owners of workshops 

and factories) who held power and acted as controllers, regulators, and coordinators in handicraft 

industries. In the CPE period, the centralized government took back the right of control through 

nationalization. The state organized laborers and goods distribution nationwide, including foreign trade. 

In the socialist market economy period, market demand and profits drive the allocation of means of 

production and the distribution of laborers. The state only macro-controls certain issues that harm public 

welfare (e.g., environmental pollution).  

Individual practitioners are often unable to deal with challenges from the market. For example, high 

rent pressure has forced some practitioners to give way to more profitable craft businesses at the cost 

of abandoning some valuable manual steps. It is the first time since the 1930s that Chinese craft 

industries have been exposed to such a high degree of marketization. Craft retailers undertake the role 

of ‘products distributor’, but a unified association that can organize and coordinate craft distribution is 

absent. ‘Scientific distribution’ here is judged by whether the association can help avoid blind 

competition between individual producers and whether it thus helps maintain the value of crafts in the 

market. Historically, this kind of association, such as bangkou, disempowered grassroots practitioners. 

In any new association, greater power needs to be given to grassroots craftspeople instead of minor 

privileged groups such as factory or workshop owners. This would be conducive to the sustainable 
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development of Chinese craft industries.  

7.6 Factors Affecting Chinese Craft Production  

My analysis has identified that there are five significant factors that affect the success or failure of some 

crafts in all three periods (i.e., pre-socialist revolution period, centrally planned economy period, and 

socialist market economy period) (see Figure 7.3).  

 

Figure 7.3 Factors causing the success or failure of crafts in some periods 

A ‘stable societal environment’ is the fundamental condition for the development of an industry. In the 

Republic of China, even porcelain, which had a good industrial foundation, still suffered during various 

periods, let alone other crafts. A ‘solid cultural foundation’ is also the basis of community crafts. A 

robust cultural background legitimates the frequent community practice that gives birth to consistent 

demands from community members. ‘Policies’ can either support or inhibit the market for some crafts. 

The Eight-point Regulation of the Centre swiftly drove down the markets of pricier gift porcelain and 

other fine art goods. On the other hand, the ‘revival of Chinese traditional culture’, which was called 

for in the past five years by the Communist Party has helped develop the market for Chinese calligraphy 

brushes. The ‘Fame of crafts’ policy increases the competition for some crafts in various markets. 

Jingdezhen porcelain and Huizhou carvings have enjoyed a high degree of recognition over hundreds 

of years. This reputation helps these crafts resist various threats from homogenous crafts, particularly 

in foreign trade, exemplified by the dominant ancient Famille Rose decoration skills in the 1930s40s 

porcelain market.  

Essentially, crafts are ‘commodities’. ‘Stable consumption demand’ is a fundamental factor in the 
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sustained prosperity of handicraft industries. Ever-changing demands are challenging the survival of 

most traditional craftsmanship and craft industries. Most crafts as investigated in my research have 

more or less reflected similar problems in adapting to the changing market. The above four factors 

(‘societal environment’, ‘cultural foundation’, ‘policies’, ‘fame of crafts’) make sense when considering 

their roles in the context of commodification. The ‘stable societal environment’ helps drive consumption, 

good accessibility to raw materials, reliable transportation, and a stable labor supply. The ‘solid cultural 

foundation’ maintains the consumers in communities and creates a faithful ecology to craftsmanship 

inheritance in the community. ‘Policies’ have an instant influence in leading the preferences of 

consumers. The ‘fame of crafts’ increases the value of commodities, and further affects the 

competitiveness and price. 

Following the case-based diachronic analysis of Chinese craft production in this chapter, the next 

chapter will discuss the future of ICH craft production. From a practical point of view, Chapter 8 

recommends protection and sustainability measures for ICH in contemporary commercial contexts.   



 227 

Chapter 8 The Future of the ICH of Chinese 

Craft Production 

8.1 Introduction 

This thesis has focused on answering three core questions: 1) How was the intangible cultural heritage 

(ICH) of craft production transmitted in the past in China and how has this changed in modern times? 

2) Are any aspects of the ICH of craft production currently at risk? and 3) How can the ICH of craft 

production best be protected and sustained in contemporary commercial contexts?  

In Chapter 2, I considered craft production and transmission in ancient China so as to understand how 

the ICH of craft production was transmitted in the past (Part 1 of Question 1). Chapter 3 reviewed 

Chinese heritage legislation, administration and research up until the present, placing particular 

emphasis on the ICH of craftsmanship. This discussion bridged the past with modern times and provided 

the foundation for my analysis of contemporary practices based on my own original field observations 

and interviews. Chapters 4, 5 and 6, respectively analyzed craft production and craftsmanship 

transmission in Jingdezhen, Ganzhou, and Xidi. These chapters provided important insights into the 

specifics of how craft production has changed in modern times in the three areas (Part 2 of Question 

1). This has exposed a series of issues and concerns over ICH protection and management in 

contemporary China. The Jingdezhen case exposes the problems of contemporary craft production and 

transmission that primarily result from industrialization. This case provided rich insights into how craft 

commodification (for porcelain) has preserved craft heritage even in an increasingly industrialized 

context. The Ganzhou case is an excellent example of the survival situation of most grassroots craft 

practitioners in ethnic communities and groups. Some challenging issues that arose from urbanization 

and modernization, such as concerns about cultural diversity, the livelihoods of rural populations, and 

the roles of government, are more pronounced in the Ganzhou case. The Xidi case touches one of the 

major research areas in contemporary heritage management: heritage tourism. As a cultural village, Xidi 

not only involves issues that many rural communities might face in dealing with local cultural heritage 

resources, but also exposes some typical problems brought by globalization. Therefore, the use of these 

three case studies allows me to cover a broad set of challenges from industrialization, urbanization, and 

globalization on the practice, protection, and development of the contemporary ICH of craftsmanship. 

Based on the findings from these three case studies, Chapter 7 adopted a Structural Marxist approach 

to analyzing the roles of the means of production, the organization of production, and the relations of 

production, as well as what specific aspects of the intangible heritage of craft production are currently 

at risk (Question 2). This chapter reviews my key findings concerning Questions 1 and 2 before moving 

on to consider how the intangible heritage of craft production can best be protected and sustained in 
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contemporary commercial contexts in China (Question 3). With all three research questions addressed, 

I conclude by considering the implications and future directions for research on the ICH of craft 

production. 

8.2 Findings 

8.2.1 Changes in the ICH of Craft Production over Time 

My first major research question asked how the transmission of the ICH of craft production had changed 

through time. I have explored many aspects of this within this thesis. As is clear from the historical 

reviews provided in earlier chapters, the transmission of the ICH of craftsmanship has been profoundly 

influenced by both economic and political factors throughout history. Political influence was strongly 

evident in traditional China; the craft industry was primarily a state-sponsored undertaking—at least for 

some forms of craft. During the last century, political factors remained significant but, since the 

development of the socialist market economy, economic influences have exerted an increasingly 

important influence on craft practice. Hence now, it is a mix of economic and political influences. This 

thesis claims, no matter whether in ancient or modern times, the sustainability of craftsmanship 

transmission is ultimately bound up with economic conditions—specifically, the mode of production 

and the evolving tastes of consumers of craft.  

In ancient China, imperial craft industries (ICIs) served the royal families, whose demands included 

diverse categories of crafts, including utilitarian objects (e.g., utensils, textiles), interior decorations and 

ornaments, buildings and gardens, royal rewards, and military accouterments. ICIs gathered top-level 

craftspeople from all over the country through the enforcement of the System of Craftspeople 

Registration (匠籍制度) or paid-recruitment systems (e.g., hegu 和雇). The craftsmanship transmission 

in ICIs was under the control of authoritative management departments (e.g., Shaofujian 少府监 and 

Jiangzuojian 将作监) that formulated and enacted systematic training (e.g., Gong-Jiang-Pei-Xun-Zhi 

工匠培训制 ), and compiled various specifications and handbooks (e.g., Rules of Architecture 

营造法式). Diversified sources of handicraft labor in ICIs bridged state and civilian craftsmanship, 

which prompted the horizontal transmission of excellence in craftsmanship skills from ICIs to civilian 

craft workshops. 

Driven by the stable consumption needs of the populace, as distinct from imperial consumers, civilian 

craft industries (CCIs) developed in multiple forms. According to the mode of production, CCIs were 

principally conducted in three modes: 1) family-managed cottage workshops where inherited skills were 

passed down through generations and all trade secrets were held within the workshop; 2) small-scale 

private workshops where masters took apprentices as their main labor source and the practice of 
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apprenticeship was fundamental to the transmission of craftsmanship knowledge; and 3) large-scale 

workshops that recruited a large number of workers and spread skills between workers through 

institutionalized professional training. Regulated by civilian organizations such as guilds and 

professional associations, craftsmanship transmission in CCIs was relatively stable and secure. 

In the shift to more industrial and mechanized craft production, we see significant differences between 

the impact on the cottage handicraft industry and the entrepreneurial handicraft industry. The cottage 

handicraft industry consisted of family-managed cottage workshops and small-scale private workshops, 

whilst the entrepreneurial handicraft industry comprised large-scale workshops and invested a much 

larger scale of manpower and material resources in mass production, similar to the ‘factory pattern’. 

Compared with the entrepreneurial handicraft industry, the cottage handicraft industry had inherent 

advantages, including greater ease of skills transmission because of the lower complexity of 

craftsmanship, a higher degree of manual operation, and a long tradition of individuals transmitting a 

full set of craftsmanship to another person.  

However, given the low productivity of manual craft production, the sustainability of skills transmission 

in the cottage handicraft industry proved to be more fragile than the entrepreneurial handicraft industry 

in the context of a shift to more industrial and mechanized craft production. As mechanization brought 

down consumer prices, profit margins per item were reduced, and therefore practitioners working in the 

cottage handicraft industry tended to switch to other professions that enjoyed higher profit (or income). 

A more direct reason is that machines simply took over the whole production process in many cases 

and left the craft producers redundant. In contrast, the complexity of the skills used in the 

entrepreneurial handicraft industry was higher, which brought a clear labor division in that sector. From 

the late Qing dynasty (i.e., the late 19th century), this allowed for simpler production steps to be 

gradually replaced by mechanization, in order to improve productivity, while the more specialized 

production roles were maintained because they were too sophisticated to be mechanized. This change 

in production has challenged craftsmanship transmission. Mechanization inevitably affected aspects of 

the ‘authenticity’ of handicraft skills. Moreover, the increasing labor division destroyed the integrity of 

some aspects of craftsmanship, and this increased the risk of a loss of some steps of craftsmanship in 

horizontal and vertical transmission. 

In ancient China, handicraft practitioners from distinctive ethnic communities were a special group of 

craftspeople. Compared with the cottage handicraft industry and entrepreneurial handicraft industry, the 

handicraft industry in ethnic communities involved factors not directly related to consumption and 

production—factors grounded in the culture and practice (e.g., ritual, festive events) of the community 

population. Although craft production in the cottage handicraft industry and entrepreneurial handicraft 

industry (e.g., porcelain production) also involves cultural elements, the handicraft industry in ethnic 

communities shows a much higher dependence on the cultural and spiritual influences of the specific 
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group (or community). The sustainability of craftsmanship in ethnic groups was thus also related to the 

stability of the ethnic community and the stability of cultural transmission within that group. In many 

ethnic groups, the consumption of local handicrafts was comparatively stable, and the main issue in 

more recent times has been in trying to expand the handicraft market beyond the ethnic community.  

When considering how the ICH of craft production has changed in modern times, this research finds 

that the main underlying pressures for change are coming from globalization, industrialization, and 

urbanization (hereinafter, the ‘three -izations’). Many studies have discussed the influence of the three 

-izations on cultural, economic, and social changes. However, this thesis, based on my three case studies, 

has explored the specific impact of these three -izations on the transmission of traditional craftsmanship, 

which enriches the academic thinking about how the three -izations affect cultural practice, particularly 

the safeguarding, development, and management of the ICH of craftsmanship. 

The authenticity of crafts is embodied in raw materials, local-origin craftsmanship and cultural genres. 

Globalization thus poses a clear threat to the authenticity of craft production. Our modern ‘fast-food 

culture’ (i.e., propensity for the quick, cheap, disposable, homogenized), works against the appreciation 

of craft. Traditional craftsmanship is time-consuming to produce by its nature and therefore expensive 

and localized, although with great historical and cultural resonance. It is easily tagged as ‘backward’ or 

‘out-of-date’ by modern generations, and this affects both the consumption of craft and the willingness 

of recent generations to inherit, transmit, and carry forward traditional craftsmanship. As several of the 

craftspeople that I interviewed (i.e., JG14_Master Kang, JG14_WY, GG134_LQH, XG12_JM) 

explained, even those few young people with an interest in participating in craftsmanship are still deeply 

affected by the atmosphere of modern society—they have difficulty dealing with the slow pace of life 

needed for the systematic learning and practice of craftsmanship knowledge.  

Globalized trade is also affecting the survival of regional culture as well as the commercial development 

of regional cultural goods. Globalized competition is condensing the range of viable markets in which 

traditional crafts can operate. As Rajindra (2013) claims, ‘most traditional crafts that were used for 

domestic purposes have now been substituted with modern products such as store-bought and factory-

produced goods’ (266). As a result, traditional crafts have to survive increasingly as an art commodity 

(particularly as tourist souvenirs). There is thus a global shrinking of the number of craftspeople 

together with a shrinking of traditional skills and knowledge. China has not been immune to this trend. 

With modern industrialization, the degree of mechanization has been steadily increasing in civilian 

handicraft industries (e.g., being fully mechanized or shifting to a manualmechanized hybrid 

production). This has placed the authenticity of handicraft production under strain, along with the 

transmission of authentic craftsmanship.  

Local communities are the ground that ‘breeds’ craftsmanship and legitimates its existence. Particularly 
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in ethnic minority groups, ‘iconography’ (Kohler, Vanbuskirk, and Ruscavage-Barz 2004) and ‘ritual’ 

events (Aldenderfer 1993) facilitate knowledge transmission and articulate indigenous culture in verbal 

(e.g., verse, rhyme, songs) and visual (e.g., ritual behaviors, festive activities) forms. These icons and 

events reinforce cultural knowledge through periodic performances, serving as a cultural retrospection 

in peer groups and ensuring knowledge transmission across generations. Most ethnic groups in China 

are situated in more remote rural areas, but urbanization is changing the lifestyle of these populations 

as well as the economic structure of these ethnic regions. Working-aged members of many ethnic 

communities are leaving their hometown for cities to seek well-paid work, and this has led to what is 

called the ‘hollowing-out phenomenon’ in contemporary ethnic minority communities (Dong 2019, 

150). This phenomenon is also common in the Yao ethnic minority village I investigated in Ganzhou. 

Those left behind are the elders and the children, and they are unable to be the backbone in carrying 

forward or inheriting traditional craftsmanship skills. With such mobility also comes cultural 

assimilation; as the communication with outside communities (e.g., Han cultural communities) deepens, 

culture and the corresponding lifestyles in ethnic groups are changing. The unique cultural 

characteristics of many Chinese ethnic groups have thus been diluted, and craftsmanship that is 

grounded in local culture and tradition is consequently being lost.  

Heritagization, led by Chinese governmental authorities and authoritative international organizations, 

has risen in response to the negative impact of the abovementioned globalization, industrialization, and 

urbanization on China’s cultural heritage (tangible and intangible). Heritagization seeks to maintain the 

diversity of culture, aiming to preserve and revive regional cultures (particularly China’s ethnic cultures) 

and traditional cultures. This has been an effective approach to preventing global homogeneity 

‘corroding’ the historic diversity of culture. This focus on the value and protection of human cultural 

treasures has broken the stereotype of contemporary people towards traditional culture. To some extent, 

governmental interventions (such as those that have been discussed in Chapters 3 to 6) have succeeded 

in encouraging the young generation to participate in the transmission of traditional craftsmanship. Of 

course, heritagization provides promotion and public exposure but there can also be substantive 

assistance (e.g., policies, funding, and infrastructure construction) for endangered craftsmanship that is 

suffering from the shock of urbanization and industrialization. These supports give hope to crafts 

practitioners and have somewhat stabilized the population that has always been transmitting and 

inheriting traditional craftsmanship. In spite of these achievements in heritagization, unresolved 

problems still exist around the consumption of traditional crafts in China.  

Heritagization in China led to the launch of many projects (such as heritage tourism) aimed at 

addressing the fundamental problems in the craft market. However, the inherent difficulties of 

traditional craftsmanship (e.g., the small scale of production, the cost, the difficulty in forming an 

industrial chain, the high level of technical skill required) have been exposed by recent tourism projects, 

such as those I examined in my Xidi case study. Correspondingly, the transmission of traditional skills 
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is still facing many problems. In my view, the fate of traditional craftsmanship is closely related to 

whether the handicraft economy can flourish. The heritagization ‘boom’ brought about through 

governmental intervention is not a long-term solution. It is advisable to use this heritagization boom to 

gradually solve some of the problems directly related to consumption (such as guiding market and 

consumer preferences), so as to pave the way for the prosperity of the future craft economy and 

handicraft industry. 

Changes (or variations) in the utilization and transmission of craftsmanship are an inevitable 

consequence of societal advancement, adding the characteristics of the new era and ensuring an 

evolution in craftsmanship. In my view, preserving traditional craftsmanship through both traditional 

and modern techniques (e.g., books, databases, videos), is a basic requirement, particularly for 

governments and craftspeople. Once identified and recorded, the next step is to consider how best to 

ensure the long-term transmission and development of the intangible heritage. 

Of course, not everything is changing. There is consistency in some aspects and types of craftsmanship. 

Some essences embedded in local culture have the ‘magic’ to retain consistency. For instance, Hakka 

textiles still follow traditional weaving practices, preserving their five-color patterns to express their 

worship of the harmony between nature and humanity. Even some utilitarian crafts, such as Yao mesh 

bags, are still relevant and supported by particular contexts today. The extensive utilization of mesh 

bags in Yao ethnic communities facilitates consistency in skills transmission around Yao weaving 

practices. Moreover, the consistency in transmitting some skills may stem from the benefit some well-

known craftsmanship can bring to a community. Jingdezhen still produces a considerable volume of 

Four Classic Porcelains, not just because of the maturity of these porcelain skills, but also because of 

the public recognition of the historic value and prestige of these porcelains. Therefore, three factors, 

namely cultural values, the prevalence and intensity of craft usage, and the symbolic value of crafts, 

can inhibit the change in and loss of traditional craftsmanship. 

8.2.2 Currently At-risk Aspects of the ICH of Craft Production 

My second major research question inquired whether any aspects of the intangible heritage of craft 

production are currently at risk. My evaluation of ‘at risk’ considered two main aspects: 1) whether the 

authenticity and integrity of traditional skills can be maintained in the modern context; and 2) can the 

transmission processes inherited from the past be sustained? Given the expectation and need to maintain 

authenticity, integrity and sustainability of craft production this research uses a Structural Marxist model 

of society to consider which specific aspects of craft production put the survival (especially the 

transmission) of contemporary traditional skills at risk. Before moving to discuss this analysis I clarify 

my interpretation of what ‘authenticity’ is and what the conditions for the sustainable transmission of 

integral and authentic craftsmanship are. 
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In my view, authenticity regarding objects of traditional handicrafts has three criteria: 

a) The core technique shall be manual, although non-core steps can be mechanical. That is, the 

involvement of machinery should not damage or change the nature (or the essence) of the craftsmanship. 

The so-called ‘nature’ or ‘essence’ refers to the part of a technique that decides the value and attribute 

of the handicraft. That is, when the use of machinery changes the attribute of a handicraft or depreciates 

the handicraft, the authenticity of the craftsmanship will be considered to be ‘damaged’. This criteria 

assumes that craftspeople have a desire to produce true crafts rather than only producing commodities 

for commercial gain. 

b) The raw material of traditional handicrafts, in exception of force majeure (e.g., resource exhaustion, 

extraordinary difficulties in accessing the resource), shall remain the same. Particularly for those 

handicrafts known for their raw materials, such as She inkstone, where the consistency of raw material 

determines the craft’s authenticity. 

c) Skills holders need not necessarily be local people from the original place of the craftsmanship; 

however, the skills being practiced should originate from the appropriate local community. 

Hence, to realize sustainable craft production transmission, aspects including the preservation of core 

techniques, following the integrity of traditional craftsmanship in production, and sufficient supply of 

the means of production (e.g., raw material and laborers), are the key factors to be considered by the 

stakeholders in craft practice (particularly craftspeople and governments).  

I now return to the core of my second question: what are the specific aspects of craft production that 

are currently at risk? 

In terms of the means of production, there are at least three aspects that threaten the transmission of 

traditional craftsmanship today. Handicraft production is both economically and culturally motivated 

(Abisuga-Oyekunle and Fillis 2017, 68), therefore both access to the correct raw materials and access 

to producers of an appropriate cultural background are required to guarantee its authenticity. However, 

modern market forces motivate practitioners to utilize cheaper alternative materials and to cut down on 

the use of manual labor by increasing the rate of mechanization in production. These trends, if left 

unchecked, can not only devalue the quality of the handicraft work but also undermine the authenticity 

of the craftsmanship. Worse still, there is a growing problem in the supply of craft laborers. There is a 

shortage of new people entering the craft industry because the younger generation are choosing 

alternative careers. The craft-producing population is aging rapidly and this is challenging the survival 

of craftsmanship. Craftspeople are the backbone force of not just craft production but also skills 

transmission and inheritance.  

Several contemporary phenomena exemplify the risks to craftsmanship and its transmission. In an effort 

to attain higher productivity, some craftspeople are mechanizing and simplifying the time-consuming 
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manual steps of craft production, regardless of whether these are ‘core techniques’. The knock-on effect 

on craft production is that some essential measurements, traditions, motifs, rules and regulations that 

defined craft production in the past are now being lost. The life cycle of modern craft businesses reflects 

a worrying trend that involves simplified processes and the use of cheaper alternative raw materials. 

A significant problem of the ICH of craftsmanship is that in many places it has not yet attained the 

status of an ‘industry’ (the porcelain industry is an obvious exception). It does not therefore have access 

to private investors and government support in the manner of other prioritized industries. Generally, 

craft families operate without any supporting infrastructure and so continuity is reliant on the ongoing 

interest of these individuals and families in continuing their role within the craft sector. This leaves craft 

production in the precarious position of being at the mercy of changing consumer tastes and trends. In 

ancient China, the value of crafts was not directly related to craftspeople but connected with other 

controlling forces, such as imperial fame (e.g., stamps of imperial porcelain kilns) and social ethos. 

Nowadays, consumer behaviors and broader judgments on the value of handicrafts have gradually 

switched the focus to the individual producers (e.g., the fame and technical professionality of 

craftspeople). This has created a new focus on individualism and originality in the evaluation of craft 

production. This introduces new incentives to bring change in the craft production process, such as we 

saw with the example of the shift to the production of Transformers® by one of the leading craftspeople 

in Xidi. 

In ancient times, no matter how craftsmanship knowledge was transmitted or inherited, it was ultimately 

the result of informal or formal institutionalization. This institutionalization took the form of a contract 

(particularly in civilian guilds), express term, mandatory orders (e.g., in imperial craft workshops) or 

other forces that could maintain the stability of transmission practices. Cohesive forces—such as the 

clan and kinship in family transmission, loyalty (to their own masters) and exclusivity (to other factions 

in craft fields) in apprenticeship, cohesion (among community members) and geo-exclusivity (i.e., 

excluding outsiders) in community transmission, as well as rules and regulations in school education—

were either honed by countless practices or bound by social orders and other mandatory measures, 

which demonstrated an extraordinary effect in maintaining the stability of those transmission 

approaches.  

In contrast, prevalent modern approaches to craftsmanship transmission—such as public transmission 

in government-funded ICH training workshops, and salesperson transmission in scenic spots (or 

heritage tourism sites)—may have good intentions that aim to involve broader populations in craft 

practice (e.g., craftsmanship learning, craft consumption, and undertaking a craft career), but their 

limitations are also evident. Public transmission is driven by government policies and aspirations for 

reviving traditional culture; salesperson transmission happens between craft consumers and sellers. At 

least as seen from my case investigations, those involved in these two types of transmission are mostly 
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neither the holders (e.g., ICH inheritors) nor the users of craftsmanship (i.e., craftspeople). The premise 

for maintaining these types of transmission (public and salesperson) is to have a sufficient and 

continuous supply of ‘driving force’ (i.e., continuous support from the government, stable demand from 

craft markets). However, in reality, the ‘driving force’ is unstable, which demonstrates the limitations 

of these approaches in realizing the sustainable transmission of knowledge and skills. The conclusion 

once again points to the vital role of ‘consumption’ in craftsmanship transmission.  

8.2.3 Recommended Protection and Sustainability Measures for ICH in 

Contemporary Commercial Contexts 

Based on the previous risk analysis, a question arises: in the vast network of heritage practice, what role 

can the current main actors play to help reduce the risks or threats summarized above (in 8.2.2)? This 

section focuses on the third major research question— how craft production intangible heritage can best 

be protected and sustained in contemporary commercial contexts—and considers how to improve the 

market issues of the craft economy from the viewpoints of four main stakeholders: local communities, 

craftspeople, governments and consumers. It also touches on production and transmission issues, and 

proposes some countermeasures. In accord with Chinese administrative characteristics, the 

recommendations focus on the national, provincial and local levels, looking at possible responsibilities 

and actions at each level. 

8.2.3.1 National-level Recommendations 

Considering the current realities facing the ICH of Chinese craft production, this research proposes 

China’s central government develop interventions in the four areas below: 

a) Moderate support for craft industries and craft consumption 

b) Initiative projects around skills preservation and transmission 

c) Incentives and protection for craftspeople (mainly in education, safety and health, social insurance, 

and intellectual property) 

d) Increasing governmental management of ICH affairs. 

Moderate interventions in craft industries and craft consumption 

The previous chapters discussed the negative impact of urbanization on craftsmanship on communities, 

and concluded that the survival and transmission of traditional craftsmanship depends on a substantial 

need for crafts. Hence, finding ways to boost the demand for community crafts is an essential solution 

to the loss of community craftsmanship. The ICH Department of the Ministry of Culture and Tourism 
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could launch a program specifically to develop community craftsmanship. According to this proposal, 

there would be three steps to undertake. Firstly, the ICH Department would set up cooperative cluster 

groups of outstanding community craftspeople holding the same or similar craftsmanship from all 

regions of the country. Secondly, these cooperative groups would cooperate with Art and Craft research 

institutes to design new craft products that both meet market demands and utilize authentic traditional 

skills. The ICH Department at the national level and the relevant departments at the local level (e.g., 

Tourism and Commercial Administrations) would help bridge enterprise-type buyers (e.g., franchisers 

in tourism sites, entrepreneurs of other industries related to the new crafts) with producers of these new 

crafts. Lastly, when the market for these crafts matures, crafting talents from the cooperative groups 

would return to their respective communities to set up workshops, training community members to 

supply the market. 

The contemporary craft field in China needs the development of an ‘overseer role’ that can supervise, 

regulate, coordinate, and organize production-related matters, just as the ancient guilds did. 

Contemporary craft-related associations in China fail to carry out these duties and functions (according 

to several interviewees from the Jingdezhen case). Although some official ICH-related documents have 

already called on the function of associations (MCPRC 2012)—for example, in 2012 the Opinions on 

the Strengthening of Production-based ICH Safeguarding “encourage associations to formulate the 

relevant standards and specifications of the representative ICH items in terms of raw materials, 

traditional techniques and core skill”—practical instructions are vague without any clear 

implementation arrangements. Taking advantage of political leverage to construct a set of craft 

production and affairs management systems should underpin contemporary sustainable preservation 

and development of ICH. The ICH Department of the Ministry of Culture and Tourism could make use 

of ICH inheritors programs at all levels (i.e., national, provincial, and county) to facilitate the 

establishment of ‘new guilds’—that is, different types of crafts should establish respective guilds that 

have both headquarters and branches. National-level inheritors of a particular type of craftsmanship 

should be the members of the headquarters of their craft guild, while inheritors at the provincial and 

county level should be the leaders of regional branches. Enforced by regional government authorities, 

all craftspeople in an area should be required to participate in local guilds following their craft type. 

The guild membership would, in ideal situations, regulate business permissions (i.e., licence), health 

and safety, social insurance, and other aspects that closely relate to their career.  

However, this study acknowledges that it is impossible to duplicate all functions of China’s ancient 

guilds since the craft economy is not as prosperous as it was when the craft economy drove the activities 

of powerful guilds. Now it is an era of heritagization and the state has a greater role to play in the special 

facilitation of craft practice. Against this background, the proposed ‘new guilds’ should only take up 

functions on the basis of their capacity with agreement to leave other tasks to the state until such time 

as their capacity has been improved and developed. For example, new guilds could formulate the 
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establishment mechanisms for craft business, apprenticeship rules, hierarchical management of 

craftspeople, labor allocation, pricing rules, and qualityquantity supervision systems, just as ancient 

guilds did. Government (both at the central and local level) should legislate and budget to protect 

intellectual property in the craft business, welfare (e.g., health and safety, pension and other insurance) 

management, and the enrichment of skills transmission approaches (e.g., craftsmanship courses or 

diplomas in primary, secondary and tertiary education). Note, the monopoly in skills transmission of 

the old guilds should not be restored. The training of craft laborers can be expanded to the broader 

educational system facilitated by the Ministry of Education (e.g., diploma and certificates as previously 

proposed).  

In recent years, the Chinese government (both at the central and local levels) has invested in the 

reproduction of some traditional crafts (see Chapter 3). However, market issues around these crafts—

such as who will buy the crafts and whether consumers can afford them—are not fully considered in 

government initiative projects. As proposed by JG8_XYT, for the government, the priority task of 

heritage commodification should be helping craft practitioners to link crafts with commerce and form 

a system to sustain the production sales chain. Forming craft production into more formalized heritage 

craft industries seems like a good option to explore, as some thoughtful interviewees proposed. JG8_ZY 

affirmed that porcelain craftsmanship will not die out in Jingdezhen because there is a mature industry 

of porcelain production that has consistently supported the development of local craftsmanship. He also 

gave an example of a southern center of New Year Paintings (年画), which now only retains two 

workshops producing the crafts, to point out the overwhelming need for an ‘industry’ to sustain the 

production practices of traditional crafts. JG8_XYT envisaged that heritage craft production could learn 

from the model of the Hollywood film industry that consists of diverse enterprises or organizations 

specializing in different steps in the whole chain. The so-called ‘film star’ in the heritage craft industry 

is not just a ‘person’ but also their ‘masterpieces’ and ‘skills’. These enterprises or organizations in the 

craft industry could gather high-quality resources and cooperate with the other ‘steps’ to serve the final 

‘craft’ production and sales. The previously proposed ‘new guilds’ could be integrated to develop the 

upgrading of craft industries. 

Increasing public contact with ICH craftsmanship may help facilitate a broader consumption of 

traditional crafts. The culture department and publicity department of the central government could 

increase the visibility of ICH craftsmanship among the public. For example, they could promote reputed 

craftspeople and their masterpieces via new media (as mentioned by ICH inheritor JG14_WY), or real-

time broadcasting fine art craft exhibitions and competitions nationwide (as suggested by JG8_TYB). 

The media can tell the public about the loss of some traditional craftsmanship as well as the value of 

precious, endangered heritage, which may inspire compassion and a sense of responsibility among the 

public in preserving or protecting endangered craftsmanship by means of learning crafting skills or 

consuming traditional crafts. XG3_Karsten described a trend where many Chinese young people show 
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repulsion towards traditional things, and thus proposed that the young generation at least experience 

some traditional heritage and then decide whether to pursue them. The Ministry of Education could 

offer opportunities for young people to experience traditional skills and crafts, such as by integrating 

craft courses into the curriculum in primary and secondary education. In the past five years, more and 

more variety shows and television series in China have involved elements of traditional craftsmanship 

ICH, which is a good way to attract the interest of the younger generation in ICH knowledge and skills. 

This positive trend could be maintained by the National Radio and Television Administration through 

more incentives to motivate media producers. 

Tourism projects—such as Xidi’s Hundred Craftspeople Hall that clusters craftspeople and performers 

of various ICH categories in China and even worldwide—help tourists to learn about ‘heritage’ that 

they seldom have contact with in daily life. These projects deserve to be popularized into more tourism 

destinations as an effective approach to construct a heritage-friendly environment. However, as stated 

in Chapter 6 (the chapter describing the Xidi case), some heritage-related tourism projects are criticized 

for their failure to effectively promote local craft. To construct a friendly environment for local heritage 

craft business in the tourism context (so give consumers confidence that the craft commodification is 

authentic and indigenous), local governments and scenic spot administrators need first to 

comprehensively promote local craft, and then consider the introduction of  craft items from other 

regions of China (for enriching tourism performances and landscapes). Inspired by the Hundred 

Craftspeople Hall project, the ICH Department of the Ministry of Culture and Tourism could launch a 

program that recruits craftspeople who represent the ICH of different regions and trains them to perform 

their skills in an appealing way. These craftspeople could then be dispatched to different cultural tourism 

sites to do national tour performances (e.g., stay at a scenic spot for three months and then move to 

another location). The ICH department would pay them a salary, and these craftspeople could also sell 

their crafts at these sites. Such a program would not only reap the benefits of ICH publicity, but also 

provide the participating craftspeople with a stable income and a good platform to build their reputation. 

Initiative projects around skills preservation and transmission 

Twenty years ago, the central government (mainly the Ministry of Culture) launched the Ethnic Folk 

and Traditional Cultural Town and Reserve programs (see Chapter 3) to protect traditional culture in 

ethnic communities. However, in most rural communities and little-known ethnic villages (such as the 

Yao ethnic village investigated in the Ganzhou case), governmental protection of local cultural practices 

(e.g., traditional skills, customs, and other cultural heritage manifestations) was insufficient or even 

absent. These scattered ethnic villages deserve more attention—the state should not merely focus on 

densely populated villages. As the officers in grassroots communities appealed (e.g., GG5_XC, 

GG15_FYZ, and GG5_Mr Qiu), the state needs to undertake a nationwide investigation of cultural 

heritage in all communities, and communities that have significant craft history, outstanding cultural 
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resources, and strong cultural characteristics should be certified as Cultural Villages that preserve 

community craftsmanship in forms such as museum exhibitions, archives, and digital databases.  

As observed in my three cases, craft producers still face problems in skills transmission. For example, 

most craftspeople are unable to document their skills in a written form. Improving the training of 

individual craft laborers and the quality of craftsmanship teaching are essential to the high-quality 

transmission of craftsmanship. An 80-year-old porcelain artisan, JG14_XJC, attributed contemporary 

craftspeople’s incompetence to chaotic teaching. Drawing on his experience of apprenticeship in the 

1940s and subsequent SOPF working experience in the CPE period, JG14_XJC suggested standardizing 

the craftsmanship teaching system in the current porcelain field.  

A more specific proposal that incorporates traditional craftsmanship knowledge and skills into the 

education curriculum was raised by a few skillful craftspeople at Xidi. These insider observations could 

be taken up by the education and cultural departments, which could incorporate crafting skills into the 

school education system. In practice, the Ministry of Education (ME) could list certain traditional crafts 

as majors in tertiary education. Senior craftspeople could teach authentic craftsmanship in universities. 

Higher degree research (e.g., masters and doctoral degrees) in traditional craftsmanship could be 

established in a few pilot universities, focused on recovering endangered craft skills, innovating market-

friendly craftsmanship, and studying scientific ways to manage ICH. The ME could also establish a 

national-level professional testing system for traditional craftsmanship, issuing different certification 

ranks to examinees. In this way, embodied cultural capital (i.e., crafting skills) would convert to 

institutionalized cultural capital (e.g., certificate, qualification, and diploma) to recognize and 

acknowledge craftspeople’s skills in ways that are more visible to the public. In turn, this institutional 

recognition would help craft practitioners obtain more symbolic capital (e.g., awards, honorable titles) 

that links with many favorable vocational opportunities for craftspeople (e.g., employment options, 

privilege in point-based household registration). 

In contemporary China, most ‘artisans’, as distinct from ‘artists’, have quite limited ability to innovate 

in terms of skills or craft production. Over the past decade, several initiatives training craftspeople at 

multiple levels have been launched by the Chinese central government (mainly by the ICH department 

of the Ministry of Culture and Tourism) (see Chapter 3). However, these seem to have made little impact, 

as observed by several interviewees who have attended these training programs. For artisans, the 

cultivation of aesthetic, creative ability requires a long period of intensive and systematic learning; the 

existing training initiatives are short-term and not sufficient to master a set of craft knowledges. I 

suggest the government keep these training initiatives but, meanwhile, cultivate specialized high-quality 

creation and skills transmission missions. For those craftspeople who are willing to publish but lack 

funding and channels to publish (e.g., GG134_JHJ), the General Administration of Press and 

Publication could assign a list of publication houses and allocate research funding to help publish these 
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craftsmanship-based books.  

Incentives and protection for craftspeople 

Craftspeople—the direct holders, utilizers and transmitters of traditional craftsmanship—act as the 

‘backbone’ in craft-related practice, particularly in craft production, as well as in knowledge inheritance 

and transmission. As discussed in previous chapters, depressed craft markets and the increasing cost of 

business management (e.g., rent, labor, raw materials) have discouraged craft practitioners. 

Craftspeople interviewed in all three cases, particularly those elder craftspeople who have strong 

sentimental attachments to traditional craft practice, expressed frustration that individuals cannot 

improve their own situation and they were extremely concerned about it. Considering Maslow’s theory 

of the Hierarchy of Needs, the needs of craftspeople are far from being well fulfilled; at least as 

concluded from my case studies. A large number of craftspeople hence advocated for intervention from 

the government, even though some were impractical in their expectations of government, envisaging 

that ‘supported by governments, the situation of craftspeople can be improved greatly and swiftly’ 

(JG1_XZQ). This research claims that it is urgent to create a bridge between governments at all levels 

and craft practitioners (especially craftspeople) to enable authorities to know what stops craftspeople 

working to change their tough situation, and how, within the governments’ ability, targeted help can be 

provided that can resolve specific problems.  

Fundamentally, the central government (mainly the ICH Department) needs to consider how to restore 

craftspeople’s confidence in their craft careers. This confidence largely comes from the profit of their 

craft business and this relies on market consumption; however, governments at all levels are reluctant 

to intervene in these kinds of market issues. Based on some craftspeople’s suggestions, the central 

government could at least help to decrease costs and relieve the economic burden of individual craft 

practitioners. For example, the ICH Department of the Ministry of Culture and Tourism could offer a 

considerable subsidy to those craftspeople who introduce new techniques and equipment to innovate 

their craftsmanship and craft products in order to better meet the demands of contemporary consumers, 

with a guarantee of respecting the authenticity of traditional craftsmanship.  

Compared to the conventional funding and subsidies given to craft practitioners, tax reduction could 

better motivate them. For instance, in March 2020, based on Jingdezhen’s recognition as an ‘Inheritance 

and Innovation Pilot Zone of National Ceramic Culture’, the Jingdezhen government was endorsed by 

the central government to enact a Value-added Tax (VAT) Reduction policy to encourage handmade 

porcelain production. According to this policy, porcelain craft that involved either three or more steps 

in its shaping (or molding) work, or more than one step in its decoration work, was manually conducted 

needed to pay only 3% VAT—much lower than the previous 13% (JG 2020). It is good to see the 

government use financial incentive strategies to intervene in promoting craft trades and production. 
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The ‘symbolic construction’ (Bourdieu 1991) of the craft profession has constantly influenced the 

sentiments of craft practitioners in transmitting craftsmanship. With a backdrop of waning traditional 

crafts, governments at all levels need to help improve the social recognition of craft practitioners. 

China’s ICH inheritor nomination projects merely target reputed craftspeople and do not go far enough; 

as noted by a young artisan in Jingdezhen, grassroots craftspeople deserve more attention from the 

government who need to investigate their struggles in craft practice and help more to provide solutions. 

The central government could guide the public to respect both ‘artisans’ who undertake basic craft 

production, and ‘artists’ who emphasize ‘art’ craft creation (such as design and decoration). As 

emphasized by young craftspeople such as JG1_XZQ90, governments at all levels—along with craft 

associations—could create trendier platforms (e.g., new media) for young, grassroots artisans to exhibit 

their masterpieces and improve their likelihood of gaining social recognition.  

The most pressing and tangible challenge is that vocational diseases are still common in production 

practices that involve chemical substances (e.g., porcelain painting), physically intensive methods (e.g., 

mesh bag weaving, carvings, and textiles), and poor working environments (e.g., dusty stone-processing 

and clay-trimming). However, as the World Health Organization reported, more than 85% of workers 

in small enterprises and the informal sector worldwide are without any occupational health coverage 

(WHO 2017). Unfortunately, self-employed craft practitioners are among this 85% of workers. 

Observed from my fieldwork, almost 95% of interviewed craftspeople are self-employed, while the 

remaining 5% are apprentices or helpers in small-scale workshops and have no welfare or occupational 

health insurance. Without appropriate welfare to take care of craftspeople’s health and safety, 

contemporary craftspeople lack a sense of security in their craft career, as expressed by some artisans 

in Jingdezhen. As a result, the absence of these basic welfare provisions has weakened the belief and 

sense of responsibility of uninsured craftspeople in transmitting skills.  

The Chinese health department claims that the prevention and treatment of occupational diseases has 

been put on the agenda, and some progress has been achieved (GOSC 2016; Liu 2019b). For example, 

compensation for sufferers of occupational diseases has been increased and more types of medicines 

have been listed in the insurance coverage (Liu 2019b). However, to enjoy these benefits one has to 

have purchased the insurance. According to legislative documents (SCNPC 2018), the insurance related 

to the prevention and treatment of occupational diseases is included in the system of social insurances 

which was bought by employers for their employees. This means that self-employed craftspeople have 

to buy insurance for themselves. Drawing from the interviewed craftspeople in my three cases as well 

as relevant studies (He 2015), the problem lies in the unwillingness (or lack of awareness) of self-

employed craftspeople to purchase insurance for themselves due to low income, lack of information 

(for example, some interviewees thought that the vocational diseases were not fatal, so they temporarily 

                                                      
90 JG1_XZQ in the Jingdezhen case strongly advocated for the government to intervene in the craft field. As he claimed, 

“young craftspeople’s appeals would be easier to achieve with a boost from the authorities”. 
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‘ignored’ the necessity of buying insurance), and the complexity of the process to purchase insurance.  

As revealed in my case studies, craftspeople working in small enterprises or self-employed craftspeople 

also have problems in retirement. Without employers buying social insurance to cover pension 

payments, grassroots craftspeople who cannot earn much profit in their craft business show less 

willingness to buy insurance of themselves; not surprisingly because pension plan insurance is not cheap.  

As short-term countermeasures, health departments of the central government (e.g., the National Health 

Commission) need to make health and safety interventions in craft workplaces where there are high 

risks of occupational diseases. An operational license that assesses craft workshops or factories as safe 

workplaces should be issued, accompanied with regular (e.g., annual or quarterly) inspections. Elements 

of craft practice that pose a high health risk should be reformed to be health-friendly under the premise 

of maintaining the authenticity and integrity of skills; health departments should urge craftspeople and 

workshop owners to cooperate in the improvement of workplaces. In situations where craftspeople are 

unable to purchase workplace-improvement equipment, the ICH Department of Ministry of Culture and 

Tourism should provide subsidies after investigation and assessment. For instance, for craftspeople 

exposed to a dusty environment likely to lead to respiratory diseases, the health department could 

supervise registered workshops and factories on the mandatory assembly of de-dusting equipment, as 

well as the compulsory usage of masks and respirators.  

For those practice elements that inevitably cause physical harm and cannot be changed given the 

authenticity and integrity of skills (such as the use of lead in porcelain painting), health departments 

could organize self-employed craftspeople to accept a free (government-paid) annual physical 

examination and corresponding treatment (e.g., lead deduction treatment) if necessary. Perhaps lead 

could even be dropped from porcelain production, or used only under very strict conditions, since 

treatments for lead in the body are notoriously problematic themselves. However, I think that decision 

is one for the craft producers, who are experts in production requirements, rather than laypeople (e.g., 

lawmakers). Craftspeople should seriously consider whether it is necessary to risk their health to retain 

authenticity, and in what production circumstance they have to use lead. More importantly, an external 

body needs to monitor and control the implementation of health and safety solutions in craft worksites. 

This external body could be experts from a department of local government or craft association. For 

workshops and factories, regardless of their scale, employers should be compelled to cover an annual 

physical examination for employees. Special situations, such as the inability of employers to do so, 

could seek an exemption from the health department, but in these special cases the local government 

should take over the duty. Here, two important issues become evident: the importance of medical 

insurance, and a census of craft practitioners’ income levels. 

The Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security needs to cooperate with the ICH Department of 

the Ministry of Culture and Tourism to construct a system focusing on the career development of legally 
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registered craft practitioners. Details such as management type, skill type and annual income could be 

indicators to decide what supportive measures could be taken for individual craftspeople by the 

corresponding departments of the central government. For those craftspeople practicing authentic and 

integral traditional skills but with lower incomes, there should be more welfare support (e.g., free 

physical examinations, medical insurance, living allowance subsidy) provided by the central 

government. According to this proposed system, the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security 

could categorize craft practitioners into different layers linked to their income. The lower layer of 

craftspeople would receive a higher proportion of government-funded support to purchase social 

insurance (that covers pension) and medical insurance. For these craft enterprises, once they have been 

assessed by the relevant departments, taxation could be lowered as a support for small enterprises to 

purchase insurance for their employees.  

Increasing governmental management of ICH affairs 

A paternalistic government such as the Chinese government has considerable advantages in uniting 

many forces (e.g., grassroots practitioners, researchers, international institutions) towards scientific and 

productive heritage conservation and development (Martindale 2012, 160; Comer 2012, 31). When 

conflicts between non-state actors emerge, the government switches its role from ‘observer’ to ‘arbiter 

of interests’ (Martindale 2012, 169). The central government can use budgetary measures (Comer 2012, 

18) to formulate preferential policies to support heritage market failures, which could slow down or 

even stop the disappearance of some endangered ICH.  

On the other hand, the drawbacks of bureaucratic governmental management have been widely exposed. 

The absence of coordinating mechanisms between governmental agencies due to bureaucratism (Comer 

2012, 47), to a large extent, has affected the efficiency of heritage protection. Worse still, the hierarchy 

and bureaucracy in governmental systems make it harder for voices from the grassroots to be heard by 

upper political leaders. GG2_ZQX repeatedly complained about ‘deaf’ departments, and highly 

recommended open conversations between craftspeople and local government. However, interviewed 

officers from heritage and culture departments responded frankly that, “we know that it is significantly 

helpful if we can communicate with craftspeople frequently, however, we have not enough hands. 

Craftspeople often express too many appeals, while we have not enough energy or resources to deal 

with all of them”. Limited heritage expertise within departments is the main reason for the poor heritage 

management performance in local governments. As GG5_ZCH and GG5_WWD appealed, the state 

needs to create positions that are more attractive to ICH specialists, so they consider joining 

governmental work. In my view, the national ICH Department under the Ministry of Culture and 

Tourism could recruit and train a group of ICH talents (such as ICH researchers), and then allocate them 

to specific departments in provincial, municipal, and county-level governments to specialize in 

managing local ICH affairs. 
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The state-led managerialism that is extensively employed in heritage undertakings has been criticized 

for its reductionist approaches, incompatibility with grassroots situations (Martindale 2012, 162) and 

poor governance (Macrae 2017, 846). Some ICH protection policies are excessively abstract or too 

general. Many Jingdezhen interviewees criticized local governments who ignored too many details in 

practice and suspected that officials only work to tick boxes rather than for genuine ICH protection. In 

regard to these complaints, when formulating policies, the relevant departments of the central 

government should clarify every detail about policy instruction and implementation to help local 

governments to put these policies into practice. At the same time, local departments that are in charge 

of craft affairs should participate in formulating and implementing policies. During the policy 

formulation process, multiple interests could be negotiated and then participants could achieve 

agreement on role divisions. In this way, policies are more likely to be supported by all involved in 

implementation. 

Some public affairs policies may have a potential impact on craft-related matters. For instance, the one-

child policy implemented since the 1980s has decreased the participation rate in craft practice among 

the gross population. Also, policies about the protection of the natural environment to some extent 

restrict the continuity of some craft practice. In the Ganzhou case, for example, Zhong paper production 

was prohibited in Ganjiangyuan village to prevent water pollution when this area was listed as a natural 

reserve. In the Xidi case, inkstone exploitation has been forbidden in Longwei Mountain based on high 

levels of air pollution. These cases remind us that in formulating policies or programs that are not 

directly about craft issues, the central government needs also to take the potential impact of these 

policies on other areas, such as craftsmanship, into consideration. 

Multi-party organization of craft practice is a trend in China. In conceiving and enacting ICH 

legislations, policies and projects, the ICH department of the central government could set up a board 

that consists of government officers, academic researchers, grassroots craft practitioners, guild directors, 

and craft enterprises. The envisaged board would empower every member and make decisions by ballot, 

which would help represent the interests of craft practitioners and further contribute to the sustainability 

of craft practice. Moreover, in the absence of an effective coordinator, most private workshops and 

factories have little to no communication or interaction with local craft research institutes and 

universities. Taking into account the experience of the SOPFs in Jingdezhen, the envisaged board could 

establish new channels and platforms to enable participants in craft industries to exchange knowledge 

and collaborate in researching and developing traditional craftsmanship.  

As found in all three cases, psychological gaps exist among craft practitioners due to differences in 

interregional and intraregional supports (e.g., subsidies, land, worksites, exhibition opportunities). In 

reality, intraregional differences (i.e., uneven distribution of various supports among local craftspeople 
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of the same region) aggravate the ‘Matthew effect’91 and severely dampen craftspeople’s enthusiasm 

for ICH careers. As GG134_GYX suggested, the central government should formulate supportive 

policies that are universally applicable and well explained to make supporting measures transparent and 

fair. On the basis of transparent and well-defined policies, the central government could empower local 

governments to make innovative interventions in specific cases. More importantly, legislative 

documents regarding basic guarantees around income and welfare (especially social insurance) for craft 

practitioners should be formulated and enacted as soon as possible.  

8.2.3.2 Provincial-level Recommendations 

Governments at the provincial level mainly take the role of ‘coordinator’ between the national and local 

level of governments, supervising the quality of local governments’ ICH safeguarding work, and 

offering assistance to lower levels of authorities (i.e., municipal, district, county level of governments) 

when they face difficulties in the actual practice of ICH undertakings.  

In contemporary Chinese rural areas under top-down transformations (e.g., the New Rural Construction 

project), ancient craft production sites and workshops that were not listed (or nominated) into ICH 

preservation projects are tagged ‘lagging behind and in poverty’ and face the potential fate of being 

demolished. For instance, almost all Zhong paper workshop sites at Ganjiangyuan village have been 

torn down. As a distant rural region, this village had little say in its own heritage sites, to the dismay of 

local authorities (GG5_XC and GG15_FYZ). For those heritage resources that conflict with 

urbanization projects, provincial governments should help local governments seek a compromise 

solution between ‘heritage preservation’ and ‘project implementation’ instead of sacrificing both sides. 

8.2.3.3 Local-level recommendations 

At the local level, agents of craft practice mainly comprise local governments, craft practitioners in 

regional craft industries, and the consumers of craft products. Considering the current realities facing 

these local-level agents, this research proposes three types of endeavor below: 

a) Improvement for local governments in ICH affairs management 

b) New production strategies for craftspeople 

c) Solutions to issues of craft consumption. 

Improvement for local governments in ICH affairs management 

Government agencies in China have done good work in taking quick, supportive measures to deal with 

problems, such as those caused by market failures. However, the main problems in craftsmanship 

                                                      
91 Matthew effect: The rich get richer and the poor get poorer. 
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transmission may not just involve ‘craftsmanship’ but also ‘craft practitioners’. In government-

conducted ICH management, relations between the government and craft practitioners are neither 

harmonious nor close.  

As found in my case studies, self-employed craftspeople tend to manage stalls rather than storefronts 

because of rent costs. However, urban management and some tourist-site management forbid stall 

businesses in order to maintain a particular (well-organized and tidy) image of the region. These 

restrictive regulations forced some senior craft practitioners to quit their craft occupations (as exposed 

in cases at Xidi and Ganzhou). This highlights the relative powerlessness of craft practitioners—even 

highly skilled craftspeople—in dealing with local bureaucracy. In the Ganzhou case, the local 

government has provided some routine support (e.g., policies, funding and worksites) to a few 

craftspeople (and craft business operators). However, the situation of most craftspeople remains 

unchanged. In formulating regional development plans, individual craft practitioners usually lack any 

real voice. This is demonstrated in the Jingdezhen case, where there was no consideration of relocating 

workshops forced to move, as well as in the arbitrary nature of decisions around, for example, turning 

a factory site into a museum, which resulted in destroying lively production scenes to imitate other 

(commercially successful) locations and build homogenous scenic spots.  

When the local structure of interests and power relations change with the introduction of external capital 

(e.g., investment in founding factories or tourism projects), local communities in most cases are 

disempowered, as found in the Xidi case. In such instances where the productivity of handicrafts is low, 

external capital is bound to adopt mass production or directly ignore (or even abandon) traditional 

craftsmanship in their projects and plans. Community members are thus in a passive position when 

deciding the fate of the local community. This poses a threat to both the stability of craft population and 

the maintenance of craft-related practice in communities.  

Under these circumstances, local government should empower the local community and craft 

practitioners in deciding the future development of communities as well as the fate of community-

grounded culture (particularly intangible cultural heritage). In the process of empowerment, a channel 

connecting local governments, investors, and locals should be built, so that investors (e.g., Huihuang 

Tourism Company) can hear appeals from the community’s grassroots and consider acting on these 

appeals rather than only upon pressure exerted by governments. From the standpoint of governments 

(i.e., management of cultural utility) and public cultural benefits, investment activities should respect 

the authenticity and integrity of local culture. Local governments and communities need to retain the 

right to monitor the activities of capital groups and impose a sanction or penalty on those acts that 

maliciously destroy local culture. 

Governments at the local level can unify further non-government forces to help with the preservation 

of craft heritage. As XG12_Hu Xiaoshi proposed, “when an area is not at a good economy, local 
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government is unable to spare enough funds to build up museums. So it has to rely on the individuals 

who have money, thoughts, knowledge, and ambitions to do this cultural undertaking. In the near future, 

art galleries or museums that open to the public could be the main force in popularizing and developing 

local traditional crafts”. These art galleries or museums shoulder more profound tasks, such as 

introducing the history and cultural significance of the craftsmanship, teaching ways to appreciate the 

craft, and exhibiting representative examples of various craft fields. These efforts are essential to 

cultivating new consumers of traditional crafts.  

New production strategies for craftspeople 

A few craft practitioners have pinned their hopes on local government to standardize the craft market 

and production; however, this research insists that it is a profitable industry (rather than government 

interventions) that could motivate practitioners to maintain long-term interest and generate new forms 

of associations (e.g., guilds) that are required to enforce the production order. Interviewees in all three 

cases (Jingdezhen, Ganzhou, Xidi) proposed some implementable solutions to some of the most 

pressing problems facing craftspeople.  

In the contemporary era, changing the ‘identity’ of traditional crafts to meet contemporary demands 

may relieve the burden faced by craft practitioners due to the slumped traditional craft markets brought 

about by modernization. XG12_Hu Xiaoshi suggested that transferring Huizhou carving from 

architectural use to indoor decorative crafts (ornaments) had promoted Xidi’s carving trade since the 

1990s, reaching a peak in 2010. The success of the craft’s ‘identity’ switch was recognized by 

consumers such as XG3_Mr Wang, who commented that, “the identity of Huizhou carving as a 

decorative art may bring it a brighter future, since its utility in traditional Huizhou architecture can no 

more get an optimistic response from the market”. 

This ‘deeper exploitation’ approach to traditional craftsmanship—exploring new uses of traditional 

craftsmanship in accordance with the essence of craftsmanship—could expand the consumer groups of 

traditional crafts. Hakka bamboo carving crafts that are both decorative and functional (e.g., as furniture 

wares) now also face a recession. GG134_GYX described his experiences on ‘uncomfortable’ seats in 

high-speed trains, and put forward the idea of replacing the plastic seats in public transportation with 

traditional bamboo seats, given the environmental benefits, practicability, comfort, and cultural 

promotion aims. This ‘bold’ thought—whether it is ultimately practical or not—highlights the need for 

more thought to go into how the consumption of traditional crafts can shift from private consumption 

(e.g., individual consumers) to public consumption (e.g., governmental purchase for public 

infrastructure use).  
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Craftspeople should break their ‘thought Einstellung (set)’92 of seeing ‘craft’ as a single and independent 

commodity. Traditional craftsmanship can be integrated into the design and production of high-end and 

popular commodities. GG134_LQH sensed the wane of traditional Hakka weaving skills because fewer 

Hakka people use Hakka headbands, handkerchiefs and costumes now. She envisaged that it would be 

helpful to local Hakka weaving skills if this traditional craftsmanship was used in decorating high-end 

fashion costumes and handbags. This would require a bridge connecting designers and weavers—

currently this does not exist, but it is something governments at both central and local levels could 

facilitate.  

Adopting a more integrated approach that opens up traditional practices to more market-driven forces 

does not contradict the continuity of traditional craftsmanship with the past. Continuity does not mean 

‘the same as’ the past; rather, it requires the core techniques that determine the nature (or the essence) 

of craftsmanship to be inherited and interpreted. Thinking of it in this way gives traditional practices 

some space to respond to the market and innovate accordingly. 

In competing with modern alternatives, traditional crafts could emphasize their unique advantages in 

utility and value. GG134_LQH gave an example comparing Hakka cloth baby shoes and factory-

produced shoes, speaking highly of the traditional shoes’ extraordinary function in protecting children’s 

feet. For mass consumers, if the price of traditional crafts is acceptable and the craft commodities are 

accessible in physical and virtual stores, traditional crafts are likely to hold a stable share in particular 

market sectors. 

Since the consumption of traditional crafts sometimes involves cultural considerations, it may be useful 

to strengthen the connection between potential consumers’ cultural sentiments and a crafts’ cultural 

charm. GG134_JHL did quite well in generating and amplifying this type of connection. Most of his 

plate-painting crafts take the folk life, culture, and landscapes of Hakka communities as themes, which 

naturally attracted Hakka consumers. In order to hold on to an existing group of consumers, the publicity 

departments of local government could help raise public interest (from consumers outside cultural 

communities), to form an ‘imagined community’ of fans of a certain types of culture. 

Several craftspeople in the three cases have adopted a strategy of ‘differentiated production’, which 

may temporarily relieve the conflict between making a living and craftsmanship fidelity. In the 

industrial context (e.g., Jingdezhen), the hierarchy of craft differentiation may be more complex than in 

other contexts. As JG4_ZGY notes, different types of porcelain can involve different degrees of 

‘handmade’. For less industrialized crafts, craftspeople usually produce two types of commodities: 

masterpieces and products. The former can be collected by professionals or displayed in museums, 

while the latter is bought by most consumers. XG12_Master Zhang, who manages many types of craft 

                                                      
92 Thought Einstellung (set) in this research refers to craftspeople’s predisposition to solve a given problem that emerges in 

craft practice in a specific manner or thought, even though better or more appropriate methods of solving the problem exist. 
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businesses at Xidi, confessed that, “I produce and sell inkstones and stone carvings for money while 

making stone-seals is only for my interest and art creation”. GG2_ZQX is also savvy in ‘differentiated 

production’. He contracted a factory to produce a batch of fair-price duplications of his masterpieces 

when he found many visitors were interested in his works but were taken aback by the high prices. 

GG14_Master Huang owns two wood-carving workshops, one in a factory site for machine production 

and the other for manual carvings at a tourist site. Hence, following the market via flexible production 

strategies can provide a significant advantage for craft producers. 

The relation between ‘tradition’ and ‘modern innovation’ in craft production is not easy for most 

craftspeople to deal with, as found in the fieldwork investigation. Elder craftspeople, such as JG4_ZGY 

and JG14_XJC, held strong faith in the value of ‘tradition’, insisting that “traditional features are 

necessary for current craft production because it is a way to pass on tradition” (JG4_ZGY) and 

recommending that “porcelain craftspeople should follow tradition because traditional skills are an 

intellectual treasure inherited from the past” (JG14_XJC). Craftspeople such as JG14_WY and 

JG8_TYB also acknowledged the significance of adhering to traditional skills in creating fine art crafts. 

At the same time, JG14_WY raised an alternative opinion that “craft production should not be a stiff 

repetition of traditional skills but needs to express the tradition in an innovative way; that is, making 

innovation based on the tradition to make traditional craftsmanship better meet the contemporary needs 

and the public’s aesthetic appreciation”. As JG14_WY claims, craftspeople should not be dominated 

(or ‘kidnapped’) by craftsmanship—there is no need to reproduce the whole complex set of procedures 

involved in traditional techniques; instead, craftspeople can select the parts they need in order to create 

their craft. Young craftspeople usually hold a more tolerant attitude towards innovation. JG2_XHR 

claimed, “it is not easy to make the best of both worlds [i.e., tradition and modern innovation], so 

craftspeople have to know at this stage what their priority is and how to keep the loss of the other side 

at a minimum”. This to some extent creates the risk of young craftspeople abandoning ‘tradition’ in 

pursuit of trade volumes. I agree with the view that taking tradition as a foundation in craft production 

while simultaneously making innovations according to contemporary demand is important for long-

term sustainability. As JG8_TYB suggests, the real innovation is definitely not in the superficial motif, 

but in simultaneously realizing the ‘innovation’ in art creation (e.g., motif design), techniques (e.g., 

equipment and tool), and skills (or manual craftsmanship). 

Solutions to issues of craft consumption 

As frequently raised in this chapter, consumption is the driving force for the craft economy, while the 

craft economy is the foundation or upholder of craftsmanship transmission. However, as concluded by 

this research, among the actors of craft practice, ‘consumers’ are at present the most problematic 

element in China’s craft field.  
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Consumption preferences impact the use of authentic skills. The passage of time has weakened the 

popularity of some classic crafts in contemporary society. For example, changes in furniture style have 

meant consumers choose modern furniture rather than traditional styles, while in ancient times these 

traditional crafts were quite popular because they were the symbol of a well-educated family. Some 

utility-oriented crafts now have alternatives that are cheaper, more convenient and easier to access. 

Some niche markets have emerged in an ‘agent’ role, as they tend to utilize authentic, integral and 

traditional skills and thereby connect fine art producers with high-end consumers; however, this type of 

consumption is a rather small proportion of the total.  

As some thoughtful craftspeople such as JG8_XYT and XG12_Hu Xiaoshi discussed, diverse types and 

levels of consumers should be taken into consideration by craft practitioners. Governments and craft 

producers could cultivate ‘high-end consumers’, retain ‘mass consumers’ and explore ‘potential 

consumers’. For instance, film crews and enthusiasts of ancient costumes could be new consumers for 

traditional textile and embroidery crafts. Furthermore, the media, governments and craft associations 

could help exploit new functions of crafts to make up for the loss of original consumers, endowing 

contemporary crafts with new roles or identities. For example, traditional crafts could be ‘packaged’ as 

a symbol of cultural accomplishment or social status. 

The appreciation of fine art crafts requires complicated knowledge that average consumers (such as 

tourists) often lack or don’t care about. Some craftsmanship is so sophisticated that only highly 

knowledgeable consumers can tell the value of the craft. Professional consumers are a rather small 

cohort, which limits the scale of the niche market and opens a space for ‘low-quality, high-price’ crafts. 

Some tertiary education institutions have integrated craft-related courses into their curriculum, as 

described by XG12_Master Feng. However, as criticized by JG8_XYT, there is not much inheritance 

of aesthetic appreciation ability in Chinese families; therefore, the state may be required to enhance 

aesthetic appreciation through elementary education in order to cultivate appreciation of traditional 

culture from a young age.   

This lack of knowledgeable consumers gives birth to chaotic craft markets where machine production 

pretends to be manual production and charges prices that match this false claim. Dishonest practices 

such as overcharging, fake authenticity, and low-quality production are particularly prevalent in the 

tourist market. Many tourists interviewed at Xidi (and a few craftspeople in Jingdezhen) suggested that 

local governments and relevant associations should crack down on these practices, especially by 

classifying the quality level of craft products and controlling craft prices. As victims of the vicious 

competition in craft businesses JG8_XYT and JG34_WFK suggested government interventions at 

different market levels: in the fair-price craft market, the central government should implement 

legislation to protect the intellectual property rights of crafts (this point has been proposed earlier in this 

chapter); and in the fine art crafts market, governments and associations should enhance the connection 



 251 

between high-end buyers and skilful craftspeople to avoid the potential harm brought by ‘information 

asymmetry’. In this process, guilds could take up the role of regulating practitioners via industry rules 

(this point has been proposed in the envisaged ‘new guilds’ in this chapter), while local governments 

could enact sanctions to control misconduct in craft markets.  

Another drawback of the tourist craft market lies in the fact that it is a profit-driven, commercial activity. 

The rate of change in business types—such as changing from traditional handicraft businesses to fast-

return modern accessories shops or food and accommodation businesses—is rather high due to the 

pressure of the increasing cost of rent, raw materials, and labor. In terms of the special challenges faced 

by craft businesses in the tourism context, Xidi interviewees pinned their hopes on local government, 

claiming that local governments should offer policies to support tourist craft practitioners who are 

dedicated to authentic craftsmanship but experience increasing pressures that make maintaining their 

craft businesses difficult. I agree that special assistance needs to be given by local governments to craft 

practitioners in specific urgent cases. 

Gaps exist between producers and consumers in pricing crafts and perceiving the value of crafts. 

Producers price a craft according to its labor cost, material cost, and the design (and art) value. Art value 

is hard to evaluate in monetary ways, however highly craftspeople may think of their work. Hence, craft 

prices tend to be higher than anticipated by most consumers. As borne out in the interviews with 

craftspeople and consumers, the assessment of fine art crafts consists of hard-to-measure indicators, 

such as, rarity of the raw materials, quality of the raw materials, the fame of the producer, aesthetic 

value and the affinity between consumers and crafts. It is by no means easy to reach agreement on the 

price and value of craft. GG5_ZCH, an officer in regional tourism and culture management, persuaded 

local craftspeople not to be too ‘idealistic’ in pricing their crafts. That is, contemporary craftspeople 

need to set a price for their crafts at a reasonable level considering the market’s expectations. To explain 

the value of their crafts, craft practitioners need opportunities to publicize the production process of 

their works and describe of their crafts’ value—why their crafts are worthy of a high price. Governments 

(of all levels) and authoritative associations can endow excellent craftworks and producers with 

symbolic capital (e.g., title, recognition, fame), to help craftspeople represent the value of their crafts. 

The above strategies are feasible means for more economically sustainable values of crafts to gain 

public recognition. 

In recent years, Chinese consumer budgets for discretionary goods has been declining. During recession 

periods, craft practitioners tend to adopt a ‘conservative management’ strategy—namely, becoming 

more prudent in investing in product promotion and innovation. The consumption of some crafts also 

closely relates to the political environment. Take Jingdezhen porcelain as an example: when the eight-

point austerity rules were introduced, gift porcelain markets were shocked and drastically shrank. 

Improving the national economy is hard to realize in the short term. At present, local governments and 
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associations (or guilds) should take responsibility for maintaining a reasonable price for crafts and crack 

down on unwarranted price hikes. Indeed, the slumped craft economy is not a totally negative signal. 

As JG8_XYT said, the decline of the traditional craft market prompts the development of new crafts, 

which brings challenges and reshuffles craft practitioners. The chief reasons for the decline of the gift 

craft market—namely, policies of anti-corruption and the eight-point austerity rules—are forcing the 

craft market back to a more ‘normal’ situation. As JG14_WY noted, “in the past [before the eight-point 

austerity rules], only the craftwork of well-known craftspeople was recognized in the national porcelain 

market; now young craftspeople obtained more space to get market acceptance”. Therefore, individual 

craftspeople need practical and flexible solutions and plans to deal with all kinds of challenges. 

Consumption is a complicated issue involving various factors in the decision-making process. A good 

consumption atmosphere can build up a positive image for crafts, and vice versa. However, excessive 

tourist commodification makes consumers perceive tourist crafts as factory mass production and 

‘rubbish’ goods. This bias has directly led to a reluctance by tourists to buy crafts at tourist sites. In 

addition, traditional sales approaches (i.e., physical stores) are being challenged by online traders that 

usually offer lower prices but without any guarantee of the products’ quality. The huge online sales 

volume of inferior crafts has gradually generated a negative image of crafts among the public. Hence, 

the consumption of traditional crafts, as well as other relevant aspects regarding crafts, is by no means 

a craft issue alone. Instead, it requires other affiliated or associated conditions—such as a set of 

complete legislations that enforce strict quality assurance to protect the authenticity and intellectual 

property rights of ICH craft products—to support the final buying and further realize a sustainable 

development of craft economy.  

Similarly, the inheritance of ICH is not just considering how to pass on craftsmanship or how to protect 

an artisan (or inheritor). It should be a cultural affair that prioritizes the issue of ‘how to revive culture 

in contemporary society’ (as claimed by JG8_XYT). XG3_Henlia, a foreign tourist to Xidi, preferred 

Xidi to retain its traditional appearance, which shows the attention tourists pay to the atmosphere in 

cultural and heritage sites. XG12_Master Pan criticized the Huihuang Tourism Company for its neglect 

in promoting the village history, culture or craftsmanship, or the cultural charm of the well-preserved 

local architectural heritage. As XG2_Xu said, ‘local government and tourism authorities should let the 

public (or tourists) perceive the uniqueness of regional culture, ICH, and materialized heritage—then 

the consumption of these cultural embodiments (e.g., traditional crafts) will come naturally’. Therefore, 

for local governments, creating an atmosphere conducive to ICH preservation has great potential in 

boosting the development of the craft economy, especially in high-value tourism locations.  

As repeatedly suggested in this research, a fundamental step in constructing a good atmosphere for craft 

consumption is cracking down on dishonest practices in craft markets. This research proposes that local 

governments should provide consumers (particularly tourists) with a channel to report dishonest 
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businesses and should enact sanctions against offenders. Meanwhile, local governments could 

cooperate with ‘new guilds’ to construct an online crafts trading platform. Handicraft producers across 

the country could register on the platform to display their skills type, craft samples, and price. 

Consumers can find genuine sellers on the platform or customize whatever they want through 

communicating with the registered craftspeople. This proposed platform not only overcomes 

geographic boundaries but also gives grassroots craftspeople and less popular craftsmanship a channel 

to find potential partners and buyers.  

8.3 Generalizing the Research Findings 

8.3.1 Multiple-Actors Network of Chinese ICH Craft Production 

Craft production has always changed with spatiotemporal variations, and this change will continue to 

happen. Generally, current circumstances in contemporary China are not as supportive for the survival 

and development of traditional craftsmanship as they have been in the past. According to the above 

national, provincial, and local government recommendations, it is necessary to find the core role for 

government intervention in the network of Chinese ICH craft production. This does not deny the 

importance of the other participants in safeguarding the ICH of craftsmanship. This thesis generalizes 

four paths of government interventions in achieving the goal of the sustainable transmission of ICH of 

craft production in contemporary economic development contexts (see Figure 8.1). 

 

Figure 8.1 Four paths of government interventions to sustain transmission of the ICH of craft production 

in contemporary economic development contexts 
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is the most conventional approach, used by many countries because of its easy operation and instant 

support for endangered ICH. However this path fails to see the importance of vivid ICH practice in 

sustaining the transmission of ICH.  

Path 2 shows how the Chinese government supports craftspeople—especially certified ICH inheritors—

to sustain their craftsmanship and even transmit it via apprenticeship and public transmission (e.g., 

chuanxisuo and experiential courses). More significantly, as recommended in 8.4.1, the central 

government is encouraged to consider grassroots craftspeople’s welfare, health and safety, and other 

fundamental needs. These efforts may harvest broader cooperation in transmitting craftsmanship than 

the current ICH inheritors programs.  

However, as this thesis repeatedly highlights, it is market forces rather than government intervention 

that supports real sustainable transmission. Path 3 thus stresses the significance of linking craftspeople 

with craft markets (see Figure 8.1). Some ICH inheritor support programs are putting Path 3 into 

practice (see Chapter 3). Besides these, 8.2.3.1 also called on the central government to include 

grassroots artisans in communities in the craft market linkage, and 8.2.3.3 also encouraged craftspeople 

to work out new production strategies to strengthen their link with contemporary craft markets.  

Path 4 is an ‘ideal’ plan, but also may be the most fundamental and effective among the four paths 

(shown in Figure 8.1). Whether discussing the craft market, the craft production field or the craft 

practitioner, they all require a well-organized craft industry environment (this is why section 8.2.3.1 

proposed the establishment of ‘new guilds’). Strong craft markets and a promising career for 

craftspeople are the basic forces driving the sustainable transmission of craftsmanship, while well-

regulated craft industries provide the foundational support for these two elements (i.e., strong craft 

markets and a promising craft-related career). In realizing the goal of sustainable transmission of the 

ICH of craft production, elements such as government interventions, regulated craft industries, good 

craft markets and active craft practitioners are indispensable. 

Ultimately, this research claims that the ‘law of markets’ should be the primary driver of safeguarding 

the ICH of Chinese craft production, while state interventions are also of great necessity. There is no 

tension between the two. The sustainable transmission of the ICH of craft production requires a vigorous 

market. But in the current, slumped traditional craft economy, a level of government intervention is 

required to restore sufficient market power to return the craft industry to sustainability. This intervention 

does not require the state (or governments) to take on everything alone. State intervention is just to lay 

the foundation for the revival of the craft economy—when the future craft economy embraces vigorous 

development, the ‘law of markets’ can supply endless energy for the sustainable development of the 

ICH of craft production.  
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8.3.2 A Deep Understanding of the ICH of Craftsmanship 

This research looks at crafts exclusively through a lens of political economy, which isolates handicrafts 

and the corresponding craftsmanship from other tangible and intangible expressions of culture. This 

study provides a deep understanding of the ICH of craftsmanship, clarifying at least six attributes of it: 

a) Individual Agency. Individual ICH practitioners, especially craftspeople and their diverse 

agencies, are fundamental in the sustainability of craftsmanship practice. In the craft field, individual 

agency is sometimes linked with the works produced by ‘skilled hands’ (Gerritsen 2020, 175). The 

individual agency of these skilled hands remains essential in contemporary society to resist the 

homogenization of commodities through industrial production. 

b) Art Value Involvement. The involvement of artistic elements tends to be more apparent in the 

production of fine art crafts, which often reflect a higher level of subjectivity in individual creations. 

However, this thesis agrees with Risatti (2007) that most human-made crafts can be considered as works 

of art, no matter whether they were primarily designed to fulfill practical or aesthetic purposes. To 

appreciate crafts, therefore, craftspeople and their clients need to ‘go beyond simply looking at crafts 

as objects that have functions or are made of certain materials’; instead, they need to ‘see and recognize 

[the crafts] by grasping their essence’ (Risatti 2007, 18). Thus, to sustain good craftsmanship in 

contemporary society, craftspeople, as well as their clients, need to develop a capacity for appreciating 

the art value involved in the craft. 

c) Market-Demand Orientation. It has been argued that ‘fabricating items at any scale can be 

understood as a purely economic activity that solely generates surpluses to meet market demands’ 

(Schortman and Urban 2004, 186). Although such a notion may be overly simplistic, as Lixinski (2018, 

58) points out, ‘traditional artistry is nothing if not an economic activity’. This thesis highlights the fact 

that the transmission of the ICH of Chinese craft production is closely bound up with markets and 

consumption. Market competition tends to select the ‘fittest’ elements of craftsmanship for generational 

transmission, and the survival of craftsmanship is driven by the demands of craft markets. Consumer 

demands can therefore shape the agency and actions of craftspeople as well as the commodification and 

transmission of craftsmanship. Although some governments have made proactive conservational and 

production-based safeguarding interventions, in the long run it is the craftsmanship that embodies 

market demands that tends to be more sustainable.  

d) Diffusion of Crafting Skills. Craftspeople acquire and apply their crafting skills to make ends 

meet. Some craftspeople establish their own handicraft businesses, while others are employed by 

workshop owners. Either way, they compete against one another for customers and resources. Many 

craftspeople thus hold close their skills, knowledge, and techniques so as to preserve their profits and 

privileges (see Chapter 2). Such exclusiveness may hinder the diffusion of crafting skills. Traditional 
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craftsmanship, however, is often attached to a sense of community, allowing craftspeople to get 

involved in, and benefit from, craft networks such as professional societies, associations, and guilds 

(see Chapter 2). The rules of these craft networks regulate the circulation and dissemination of 

professional skills, knowledge, and techniques. These rules can reinforce a sense of community and 

facilitate the diffusion of craft skills through professional networks. With the waning of the traditional 

craft economy in contemporary society, the autonomous diffusion of crafting skills within a field of 

craft is ‘underpowered’, resulting in a need for the large-scale involvement of the state to boost the 

diffusion of craftsmanship via public transmission approaches (see Chapters 46). This is also a feature 

of heritagization in contemporary China, although this research expresses great concern about the 

effectiveness of these modern transmission approaches (see the last paragraph of 8.2.2). 

e) Dispersed Production. Traditional craftsmanship was rooted in the rural economy (Parts et al. 

2011, 421), where civilian handicraft production was often organized through cottage industry. Even in 

contemporary China, traditional handicraft activities are still generally household-based and dispersed 

among a wide range of households and communities. Against the backdrop of globalization, many 

consumers with postmodern sentiments tend to appreciate crafts that embody traditional, homely, or 

earthy production practices, and they often show strong preferences for handicrafts (as found in three 

cases, see Chapters 46). The dispersed production in households or small workshops sharply contrasts 

with the mass production of big factories. It tends to be a better setting for craftspeople to develop and 

apply their individual agency. 

f) Accumulative and Systematic Knowledge. Traditional craftsmanship relies on a rich set of 

systematic knowledge that is passed from one generation of craftspeople to the next. It is upgraded, 

renewed, and enriched in the process of these generational transmissions. Systems of craft production 

are a result of continuous practice through generations of craftspeople. Some traditional crafting skills 

have disappeared because not enough successors were willing to invest in learning the relevant 

knowledge and skills, for reasons such as the perceived low economic returns (as found in this thesis’ 

case studies). For traditional craftsmanship to be sustained and developed, it is essential to retain 

accumulative and systematic knowledge in the practice of craft production. 

8.3.3 Systematic Introduction of China’s Past Craftsmanship Transmission  

This research extracted ‘craftsmanship transmission’ fragments from the extensive references around 

ancient Chinese craft production, legislations and other related fields (such as local chronicles and 

manuscripts of ancient culture and economy), to accomplish an original work that systematically 

introduces the transmission of craftsmanship in China.  

Through the 14 interviews with workers in SOPFs in Jingdezhen, this thesis reveals the ICH 
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craftsmanship transmission during an era often neglected in the literature—the Mao era, or the broader 

centrally planned economy (CPE) era. State-owned enterprises of this era were widely criticized for 

being inefficient (Yeuh 2011, 98; Qi and Kotz 2019, 97) and overly bureaucratic (Branko 1964, 4; You 

1998, 4; Bian 2015, 314), but these criticisms primarily focus on the economic aspects. This thesis looks 

at the less-assessed cultural impacts of these state interventions in production practices during this 

special period. The empirical evidence reveals some of the adverse effects of the state interventions: 

lowering the involvement of artistic elements in the production and consumption of porcelain crafts, 

hindering the market’s role in signalling customers’ preferences to producers and terminating the 

dispersed production in traditional private workshops. However, state interventions, by and large, 

facilitated the diffusion of crafting skills and had mixed impacts on workers’ agency, as well as on the 

inheritance, transmission, innovation and development of accumulative and systematic knowledge in 

traditional craftsmanship. This thesis thus fills a gap in the literature. 

8.3.4 Multiple-context Studies on the ICH of Chinese Craft Production 

This multiple-context study has analyzed the functions of each context examined in sustaining ICH 

craftsmanship transmission. The thesis finds that not all regions can adopt whatever ‘context’ they prefer 

but are restricted by their conditions. As Appendix 9 shows, the three contexts examined have their 

respective strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats that affect craft practice. 

Industrial context 

The industrial context has inherent advantages in techniques, fame, entrepreneurship, and production 

systems. The reputation of some representative crafts helps to maintain continuity in craft practice. 

Salespeople also hold a sense of honor towards local culture and skills, which promotes the transmission 

of basic skills knowledge to the public. Thanks to its solid industrial conditions, this context clusters a 

range of institutes and studios that facilitate breakthroughs in craftsmanship and techniques. These help 

porcelain production to keep thriving in Jingdezhen. This research claims that craft production in the 

industrial context will not die out; however, it expresses some concerns regarding the deviation in the 

authenticity of crafting skills.  

With the central government of China paying more attention to the ICH of traditional craftsmanship, 

preferential policies and grants have been provided to revive the glory of some well-known ancient craft 

centers—such as Jingdezhen (XinhuaNet 2019). Even so, the underlying problems regarding market 

demands caused by the waning traditional craft economy are yet to be resolved in this context. 

Governmental support regarding craftsmanship in the ‘industrial context’ needs to focus on 

development, rather than simply preservation. 
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Community context 

Traditional communities (such as Hakka and ethnic minority communities) of China are mostly 

dispersed in mountainous regions, which prevents their craft production from becoming industrial. 

These areas generally feature poor transportation, which impedes public access to some craft practices 

in remote areas (e.g., Hakka textile skills) and thus accelerates the loss of local heritage. Cultural and 

geographic isolation prevents the market for community crafts from expanding beyond local 

communities. In modern times, traditional communities (especially cultural communities) have changed 

their laboring patterns and living customs. Some communities to which craftsmanship ‘migrated’ from 

other places are screened by cradle places that originated the craftsmanship. This ‘screen effect’ holds 

back the competitiveness of local crafts in a broader market. 

Among the three case studies, political support for traditional craftsmanship ICH was strongest in the 

community context. The ‘community context’ case may represent the most typical status quo of 

traditional craftsmanship. The largest drawback of the community context for craftsmanship lies in the 

excessive dependence on the community. When the community is stable as consumers, producers, and 

cultural practices, the community’s craftsmanship can develop well. Nevertheless, even a minor change 

in communities brings severe challenges to traditional craftsmanship, let alone in contemporary China 

where urbanization is drastically changing the form and quantity of rural communities. Thus, at this 

stage governments need to substantially rescue and preserve the endangered ICH of craftsmanship 

instead of rushing to develop ICH industries. 

Tourism context 

The ‘tourism context’ is a recent concept in China, emerging in the 1990s (as demonstrated in the case 

of Xidi). The commodification of craftsmanship can be a part of the regional tourism economy, and the 

high footfall contributes to the large sales volume of crafts. Locals whose ancestors created the splendid 

craftsmanship history usually have a strong sense of responsibility to share the history, craftsmanship 

knowledge, and charm of their crafts with tourists.  

The emphasis on heritage protection and utilization varies according to purpose and interests of 

stakeholders, and sometimes the utilization of traditional craftsmanship in the tourism context sacrifices 

the authenticity and integrity of the ICH of these crafts. Driven by profit, most stakeholders—

particularly craft practitioners and local governments—have given way to economic development over 

ICH protection. At least as seen in the case of Xidi, the local government failed to represent the local 

craftspeople, although the central government’s vision of using the tourism platform to help 

craftspeople’s lives (e.g., the proposals of ‘Introduce ICH to Tourism Sites 非遗进景区’ and 

‘Encourage private capital to invest in tourism ICH products and services’) was good. Local 
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governments need to hold a neutral standpoint to mediate conflicts between disempowered parties (i.e., 

craft practitioners) and empowered parties (i.e., investors). 

Context comparison  

Drawing from the above three contexts, this thesis concludes that there is no single pattern that is 

universally applicable to the sustainable transmission of all craftsmanship. The features of different 

craftsmanship, as well as the differences in the real situations of diverse cases, have affected and will 

affect the ideal choice of approach. The ‘SOPFs approach’ in the industrial context has advantages in 

guaranteeing scientific management, labor training, goods distribution and welfare, which suits those 

crafts that are made with complicated craftsmanship and still have good markets (e.g., porcelain). A 

‘Government-support approach’ suits the community context due to its strength in rescuing endangered 

skills in communities. The government can launch ICH inheritor projects to encourage certain 

community members to persevere in skills practice, mainly for the inheritance. The ‘Tourism approach’ 

brings huge footfall and builds up a good cultural atmosphere for craft consumption. Local artisans also 

have a good platform to propagandize their ancestral inherited skills. This pattern suits those crafts that 

are deeply embedded in local culture but have problems in expanding their consumption volume (e.g., 

Huizhou carvings).    

With the fulfillment of individual needs in mind, this thesis compared the best context for craft skills 

transmission. The tourism context contributes to achieving a good income and secure employment; the 

community context with has plenty of governmental support drives a few certified ICH inheritors to 

obtain considerable esteem, fame, and recognition; and the industrial context helps to realize a good 

income, sense of belonging, and attachment towards traditional craftsmanship. Viewed comparatively, 

the context with abundant governmental support is not sustainable for craftsmanship transmission, as 

the foundational needs (i.e., to make a living) for most grassroots artisans are not fulfilled. However, 

this context can offer talented and senior artisans good platforms from which to innovate their skills. 

The tourism context can offer many employment chances for most grassroots artisans; however, it is 

hard to attract well-known artisans and is more likely to ‘breed’ dishonest acts that harm the authenticity 

and integrity of traditional craftsmanship. The industrial context, compared with the other two types of 

contexts, is possibly the best for the sustainable development of the craft economy, and as a consequence 

guarantees the transmission of skills among grassroots artisans. This thesis suggests that resolving the 

diversity of problems faced by artisans requires a system that can convert embodied cultural capital 

(crafting skills) to economic capital (good incomes and secure employment), social capital (support 

from the stable and powerful craft networks), and symbolic capital (fame, honorable titles, and 

recognition from peers and the public). 

It would be valuable in the future to extend this study to look at other regions and other craft contexts. 
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An approach similar to the one I have used in my three case studies should prove productive. There is 

no doubt, and I openly acknowledge this, that my methodology worked best for my case study of 

Jingdezhen. The success was due to the size and prominence of the craft industry there, both in the past 

and the present. There were therefore many craftspeople available to interview and who had been 

working in the industry for many decades. There were also many historical sources available. In the 

case of Ganzhou, this study was constricted by the declining state of the Yao mesh-bag and other 

traditional Hakka craft production activities. This forced me to look at all the remaining types of 

craftsmanship in these communities and to interview almost everyone still working in craft production 

in order to gather sufficient material to support my analysis. Fortunately, the people working in the local 

administration were willing to talk with me, and enthusiastically supported my work by introducing me 

to the remaining craft practitioners, despite their small number.  

Comparatively speaking, Ganzhou and Xidi could not be explored in this study in the same depth as the 

Jingdezhen case. Both had less historical contextual information, as will be the case for most 

community-related (as opposed to industrial) forms of craft production. Although the Ganzhou and Xidi 

case studies did not offer as substantial historical insights as the Jingdezhen case study, they did make 

significant contributions in showing the contemporary circumstances of ICH craft production. The 

broad learning from these two contemporary community craft production case studies will have 

relevance to most rural communities of China. Unlike Jingdezhen where porcelain-related production 

is the sole income generating activity for most of those involved, craft production is only a partial 

income source in most Ganzhou or Xidi inhabitants’ lives. Only for a very few individual practitioners 

is it their sole way to make a living. In this regard, although my methodology was set up to focus solely 

on craft production, a fuller understanding of the social value of craft production in Ganzhou or Xidi 

could be gained by examining it within the broader context of rural community life, including 

agriculture and other income generating activities. 

8.4 Discussions 

Heritage management in China, as in most other countries, began with a focus on tangible heritage and 

gradually expanded to include intangible heritage. China’s early ICH discourse was influenced by 

UNESCO which provided China with valuable guidelines on how best to manage and protect ICH at 

the beginning of the 21st century. The multilayered national framework for safeguarding ICH in China 

established between 2004 and 2011, has many elements that respond to or borrow from UNESCO’s 

fundamental documents, particularly the 2003 Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention. For instance, 

China incorporated the terminology and definition of ICH from the 2003 Intangible Cultural Heritage 

Convention into China’s capstone ICH specialized law and regulations. Some recommended best 

practices by UNESCO, such as inclusive development, the creation of ICH inventories and the 
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establishment of ICH bearer (in China the term used is ‘ICH inheritor’) registration systems, and the 

promotion of community participation, public awareness, and ICH transmission, are characteristics that 

can be seen in a variety of specific ICH projects in China. However, it should be noted that China did 

not blindly adopt all of UNESCO’s ideas, but rather developed its own best practices based upon those 

of UNESCO and adapting them to be in keeping with China’s own unique characteristics. Ningxia Hui 

Autonomous Region, for example, added locally relevant items to the national framework particular to 

their own ICH safeguarding legislation. Local governments have thereby created a broader mandate for 

themselves to utilize the national ICH legislation and policies to pursue local interests in relevant areas. 

Without a doubt, China is a significant state party to the 2003 Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention. 

It has amongst the largest number of ICH traditions formally listed and is one of the largest financial 

contributors to UNESCO work on ICH (Ji 2020).  

Although there are no obvious indicators in my fieldwork that UNESCO had any direct influence in my 

case study areas over local government ICH safeguarding practice, the administrative hierarchy from 

central government to provincial, municipal, and county/district-level government suggests that 

UNESCO’s direct impact on China’s central government has implicitly merged into its local 

government practice. 

At the local level one can find some links between practice and UNESCO directives with regard to ICH. 

Jingdezhen, for example, has fully adopted a UNESCO inspired production-based protection strategy. 

Experiential courses in some of Jingdezhen’s porcelain demonstration bases provide examples of the 

special manner in which China is implementing UNESCO’s ‘participatory approach’ that portrays ICH 

as a living heritage in constant evolution (UNESCO 2018b, 51—52). Taoxichuan in Jingdezhen is 

another good example, showing the creative practice of China’s local government in ‘constantly 

adapting to a fluid and ever-changing environment’ which was recognized by UNESCO as one of the 

best ICH-safeguarding strategies (UNESCO 2018b, foreword). The Jingdezhen case also exposes some 

limitations in China’s use of production-based protection, which cause deviations from certain 

UNESCO principles. For instance, in the 2003 Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention, state parties 

are urged to protect the intellectual property rights, privacy rights and any other appropriate legal 

protections of communities, groups and individuals that create, bear and transmit their ICH (UNESCO 

2018b, 49). Deviating from this, my investigation in Jingdezhen highlights an absence of legal 

protection for porcelain practitioners’ intellectual property rights, as well as the fact that grassroots craft 

communities do not have sufficient voice in regional craft-related rehabilitation projects. 

In Ganzhou, the chuanxisuo initiative values community participation and recognizes the young 

generation’s connection to Hakka traditional craftsmanship, which is in line with the 2003 Intangible 

Cultural Heritage Convention’s expectations for active community involvement and greater awareness 

of the importance of transmitting ICH. UNESCO’s initiatives for training communities, groups or 
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individuals in the management of small businesses dealing with ICH (UNESCO 2018b, 50—51) are 

similar to Ganzhou’s training programs that cover local ICH inheritors and community individuals, and 

which focus on professional development. The Tik Tok videos about Hakka craft production, in 

particular, allow for an interactive exchange of knowledge between craftspeople and the general public, 

enhancing non-formal means of transmission of ICH. This is comparable to UNESCO’s initiative about 

utilizing information technology in developing interactive programs for facilitating the interactive 

exchange of information (UNESCO 2018b, 53). 

Similarly, Xidi is well aware of maintaining the cultural, historical value of local heritage, as it is 

governed by UNESCO documents (because of its identity as a World Heritage Site) and China’s ICH 

legislation, both of which emphasize the preservation of authenticity in the face of tourism and 

commercial activities. The local community and craftspeople have a motivation to maintain the ‘brand’ 

of their authentic traditional crafts, largely because Xidi’s craft trade relies on the fame of local 

traditional craftsmanship (e.g., authentic She inkstone making). In general, Xidi can fulfill the 2003 

Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention’s condition that tourism not threaten or diminish the viability 

and social functions of ICH (UNESCO 2018b, 71). Some new tourism projects, such as the Hundred 

Craftspeople Hall, implicitly realize a function envisioned by UNESCO, namely ‘raising awareness at 

the local, national and international levels of the importance of the ICH, and of ensuring mutual 

appreciation thereof’ (UNESCO 2018b, 5). Nevertheless, as discussed in Chapter 6, local communities 

and individuals who participate in craft practice are neither the primary beneficiaries of local tourism 

associated with their own ICH nor are they given a lead role in managing such tourism, which is contrary 

to the spirit of the 2003 Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention. Disempowerment of grassroots craft 

practitioners is not unique to Xidi; actually, it can be found in many of China’s heritage tourism sites, 

as well as craft-industrial sites like Jingdezhen. 

The focus of this thesis is on China’s management of its ICH domestically. Despite the fact that a few 

areas still require more work, China has fared relatively well in many aspects of ICH safeguarding. 

Although my thesis does not focus on China’s interaction with international cultural organizations, I do 

have some observations. China did collaborate with UNESCO on several programs in China’s focus 

zones, including Africa and countries that are part of the Belt and Road Initiative. For example, in 2019, 

UNESCO, in collaboration with the African World Heritage Fund and the National Commission of 

China, hosted the UNESCO-Africa-China Forum on World Heritage Capacity Building and 

Cooperation at its headquarters (Ji 2020). China proposed to host the 7th Meeting of the Inter-

governmental Coordinating Committee on Serial Transnational World Heritage Nomination of the Silk 

Roads in spring 2021 (Ji 2020). Although China’s international influence has gradually grown through 

this process, the rise of a country’s influence should not be simply construed as ‘hegemony’. Qu Xing, 

Deputy Director-General of UNESCO, notes that “it is multilateralism that offers China and UNESCO 

a framework for a coordinated response – a framework that reminds us that we are all brothers and 
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sisters in humanity” (Ji 2020). 

Returning to the topic of ICH management in China, I will now consider how these international and 

domestic initiatives and programs have impacted upon different levels of practitioners in China when 

it comes to dealing with ICH, particularly craft production. During the early communist party’s 

governance, interest in the ICH of Chinese craft production was directed towards foreign trade revenues 

to support the recovery of the national economy, and support was thus targeted towards centrally 

planned factories. ICH is now understood in China as a resource that can support grassroot craft 

practitioner lives; address regional livelihood issues for local governments; and strengthen the central 

state’s cultural soft power credentials. For most Chinese people, the term ‘ICH’ signifies ‘quality’, and 

it is widely recognized this way in modern Chinese society. People usually have a sense of national 

pride in the country’s enormous ICH resources and link it to the prestige of the nation. In this way, 

crafts and/or craftspeople enjoy widespread social respect in contemporary China. It is important to 

note that, despite its effect to boost small businesses dealing with ICH, recognition of ICH does not 

always lead to sustainable levels of craft consumption. Many craftspeople I talked complained about 

their income and did not conceive of their craft production as sustainable in the medium to long term.  

Without a doubt, the rapid development of China’s ICH management framework is largely due to the 

state-centric nature of planning in China. This has allowed for the development and implementation of 

many good initiatives and programs, particularly in establishing competent bodies that promote the 

function of the ICH in society and integrate the safeguards of heritage into planning programs. The 

extent to which this state-centric approach is willingly adopted and/or resisted at the grassroots level of 

society is an interesting question. In my three case studies areas, grassroots craftspeople in China liked 

the state-centric approach since it provided them with a route out of the desperate decline of their 

traditions and skills. They are also attracted to the financial assistance and other privileges given by the 

state to traditional craft practice. They may not be particularly enthusiastic about or interested in ICH 

policy matters, but they do want a better future and career for themselves as craft practitioners and their 

communities. In terms of whether there is any tension between the state and the grassroots practitioners, 

my research revealed some tensions in local government approaches to ICH management but in general, 

there is little tension about the overall policies to promote ICH. Given the deterioration of traditions in 

the face of rapid economic development, grassroots practitioners and their communities both need and 

support the government approaches to supporting ICH in China. 

China’s ICH policies are a response to various problems that have emerged in the field of ICH practice 

amongst all the stakeholders. From this perspective, grassroots efforts have the potential to influence 

the direction of authorized heritage management. Taking the production-based protection in Jingdezhen 

as an example, the Value-added Tax Reduction policy is intended to encourage handmade porcelain 

production and to relieve the cost burden on handicrafts producers. This policy aids in the resolution of 
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the long-standing debt distress of many self-employed craftspeople, something that was once the 

primary cause of craftspeople seeking alternate employment. In China, the grassroots craftspeople and 

the authorized heritage management have similar goals regarding ICH management. This shared 

purpose establishes a relatively healthy relation between them.  

Ethnic communities are another context in which grassroots craft practitioners are prominent in 

contemporary China. Craft production in China’s ethnic minority communities is unquestionably 

reviving. Without implying anything particularly political, recognized (i.e. formally registered) ethnic 

minorities have experienced a resurgence of interest in their crafts through recent developments such 

as tourism. Minorities in China that are engaged in craft production, often consider it as a crucial part 

of their identity and as way to improve their livelihood by earning tourism income. National and local 

governments support the resurgence of traditional craft production in ethnic communities, viewing it as 

an important component of nationwide ICH safeguarding efforts. However, not all ethnic minorities are 

sharing in this resurgence of interest and the financial benefits that it might bring. One of my examples, 

the Yao minority village, does not appear to follow the national trend. My research, suggests this ethnic 

group like some other ethnic minorities does not have strong state support for its ICH (mesh bags). 

These ethnic groups are also declining in other ways, with wide scale depopulation of ethnic villages 

as people migrate to towns and cities, the ‘invasion’ of modern lifestyles, and a general asocial 

dissatisfaction with the poor infrastructure of their region.  

This thesis does not seek to discuss whether Ethnic Autonomous Region status has helped to drive a 

craft resurgence in particular ethnic communities and this would be an interesting topic for future 

research. Certainly, in comparison to Ganzhou’s Yao and Hakka groups, Ethnic Autonomous Regions 

do receive far more support from the central government as a result of China’s ethnic minority privilege 

policy. Most ethnic regions in China are economically undeveloped. Their tradition, identity, and 

culture are broadly challenged by modernization, globalization, industrialization, and urbanization. 

Thus despite their autonomy, they still require the central government’s assistance in many areas. 

‘Autonomy’ and ‘authorization management’ do not have to be adversarial; rather, they can be mutually 

beneficial.  

My research has explored China’s particular lens on dealing with ICH matters. Many countries are still 

in a transition from ‘preservationism’ to ‘conservationism’, which means that official forces (such as 

the government) and professional organizations (e.g., academies, associations) are committed to the 

identification and preservation of ICH resources, while folk forces (e.g., individuals and communities) 

focus on the promotion and primary commercialization of ICH resources. China is in the transition stage 

from ‘conservationism’ to the ‘heritage paradigm’, which means it has almost established a complete 

heritage preservation system and is committed to exploring a path to use ICH to meet contemporary 

needs while also feeding back ICH protection through consumption and usage. The different lens 
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between China and some other countries in managing ICH can be seen from the first level of 

administration. China’s ICH is in the charge of the Ministry of Culture and Tourism, reflecting the idea 

of ‘commercialization and industry development’.  

There are at least four main emphases by which China is currently approaching its ICH management: 

a) Treating the opportunity for international participation dialectically and fully utilizing international 

resources to develop its domestic ICH; b)Strengthening cooperation between the central government 

and local governments, whilst recognizing the central government’s authority, professionalism and 

judgment in fundamental areas such as legislation and management framework establishment; c) 

empowering local governments to take the initiative to stimulate ICH innovation and practitioner 

support; d) Ensure that Governments at all levels are aware of the drawback of a state-centric approach, 

and should learn to respect, encourage and support engagement from all sectors of society, especially 

the community, academics, and societal professional organizations. 

8.5 Implications and Future Research 

There have been dozens of PhD theses on the conservation of tangible cultural heritage, even just 

relating to China. However, there have been only a few theses about the preservation of ICH more 

broadly and how ICH should be managed within a planned system, such as the system in China. This 

thesis not only reveals the politics of the ICH of Chinese craft production by exploring how the pattern 

of ‘Authorized Heritage Discourse’ (Smith 2006) works in China, but also reconsiders the role of 

governmental agencies and the relation between governments and other actors in the network of heritage. 

It establishes a grassroots-based perspective in exploring the future of the ICH of Chinese craft 

production. This makes up for the inadequacy of top-down management in listening to grassroots craft 

practitioners. 

Despite an increasing focus on China’s craft-related practice from both Chinese and international 

academia, very few scholars look at the history of China’s craftsmanship transmission because there 

are scarcely any systematic records of this in ancient China. This doctoral research, although is not a 

study of history, conducts an original work that systematically introduces the changes in the relations 

and the organization of craft production as well as craftsmanship transmission in ancient China. The 

research has thus moved into an area that has rarely been explored before. Moreover, this thesis makes 

a genuinely new contribution to an understanding of the ICH of craft production, particularly how craft 

production knowledge is passed from one generation to the next, and how this has been affected by the 

many processes of modernization. 

This thesis has thrown up a number of challenges that have long existed but have rarely been brought 

to the fore. Some of the issues that have been identified in this thesis represent very real tensions. This 
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multiple-context research explores the feasible paths that might sustain the transmission of different 

types of craftsmanship and the development of craft industries in different contexts. Moreover, it also 

explores some applicable experiences from Chinese craft production. It is not advocating duplication 

of the successful modes of the past, as social, economic and other conditions have radically changed, 

but encourages actors in the heritage network to select those aspects still applicable to contemporary 

societies to sustain the development and transmission of ICH. Hence, this thesis has implications for 

the ways in which the ICH of craft production should be managed in China and similar contexts in the 

coming years. This has profound implications for future research in the field. Nevertheless, this thesis 

has explored just a small part of the ‘craft world’, and much additional research needs to be done to 

understand the specifics of different areas and different types of craft.  

Day-to-day government mechanisms both at a local level (and in particular areas) and a national level 

need to address some of the problems that this thesis has identified. Therefore, this thesis has important 

implications relating to contemporary practical issues. Whilst it doesn’t provide absolute answers to the 

problems, it elaborates what the problems are, and the history of these problems. This thesis suggests 

some practical ways to address some of the problems. But ultimately, it anticipates facilitating a detailed 

dialogue on the cooperation between craft producers and governments at all levels (local, provincial, 

and national) so that longer-term solutions will be found for the issues identified in the thesis. I hope 

this thesis can be the start of a longer dialogue between the key stakeholders I identify and present in 

the research. The long-term value of this thesis will be in the outcome of that dialogue and how it affects 

the conservation of craft production knowledge in China long into the future. I cannot control the 

outcome, but I hope this thesis can affect it. 
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Appendixes 

Appendix 1 Focus areas of the in-depth, semi-structured interviews, and example questions 

Type of 

Interviewee 
Focus of Interview Examples of Interview Questions 

Craftspeople Basic information  Name, age, gender, type of production (scale of workshops, or factory) 

 Are you a local person? How many years have you lived here? 

 Which craftsmanship are you learning or have you mastered? 

Craftsmanship learning/teaching: 

 Process of craftsmanship transmission 

 Relations in craftsmanship transmission 

 Factors affecting craftsmanship transmission 

 Changes between the past and present in 

craftsmanship transmission  

 When, where, and how did you learn to make crafts? 

 Why did you learn/are you learning this craftsmanship instead of other types of craftsmanship? And why do you choose to be a craftsman/apprentice 

rather than another job? 

 For masters: Do you have apprentices?  

If yes, how many apprentices have you taught till now? And how are they doing now? What do you generally teach? What kind of teaching material 

have you used? In your view, what is the advantage and disadvantage of your teaching methods? Are you satisfied with the current apprenticeship 

module? Why? 

If no, why not? 

 For apprentices: What do you generally learn? In your view, what is the advantage and disadvantage of your current learning? 

 For masters: How does your apprentice experience compare to the current apprenticeship system?  

 In your view, how can craftsmanship be preserved? What are your concerns about the future of craftsmanship? 

Craft production: 

 Production process 

 Various factors affecting individual 

production 

 Means of production 

 Organization of production 

 Relations of production 

 Changes between the past and present in 

craft production 

 To what extent do you know about the cultural implications of your crafts? What do you think of ‘traditional craft’? Do you think it is necessary to 

show ‘traditional’ elements in craft production? If yes, how do you interpret the ‘traditional’ in your crafts? How do you balance modern elements 

against traditional craft skills? If no, why not?  

 What historical perspective have you brought into your craft production? In your family history, is there anyone who engaged in craftsmanship 

learning/teaching or craft business? If yes, could you explain?  

 What do you think makes a craft valuable? What is your priority in craft production? 

 In your view, what is the importance of craft production to the tourism development at Xidi / to cultural revival at your village or site? 

 Have you ever experienced or are you experiencing difficulties in craft production? If yes, what are they? And how do you plan for your future career? 

Crafts 

Businesspeople 

Basic information  Name, age, gender 

 Are you a local person? How many years have you lived here? 
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(including craft 

shop owners and 

salespeople) 

Business management: 

 Response to the market 

 Business management strategies 

 Understanding of traditional and authentic 

crafts 

 Changes in craft markets 

 Factors affecting craft business 

 Relations between craft production, skills 

transmission, and craft sales 

 How many years have you engaged in the craft business here? What is the craft category in your shop? And why do you choose to sell this type of 

craft rather than another sort of craft? 

 What percentage of your shop merchandise is locally produced? And how important is it for you to stock locally produced items? 

 Do the locally produced items sell faster or slower than the non-locally produced items? And why? 

 Are there other types of crafts you would like to stock but you do not stock? If so, why don’t you stock them? 

 What changes (e.g., craft category and price, shop scale and location) have emerged in the whole journey from the beginning of your business to 

present? What factors have caused those changes? 

 What historical perspective have you brought into your craft business? In your family history, is there anyone who engaged in craftsmanship 

learning/teaching or craft business? If yes, could you explain?  

Craft consumption: 

 Market reaction, preferences, and trends 

 Craft businesspeople’s perception of 

consumer preferences and demands 

 What is the best seller in your shop? Why? 

 According to your observation, are customers interested in these on-sale crafts? If yes, what factors will influence them to buy these crafts? If no, 

why aren’t they interested?  

 What is the profile of the consumer group of your crafts? How has it changed in past years? 

 What percentage of customers do you think really understandings the craft and its value or implication? How can you judge whether he/she is a 

“really understanding” customer? 

Government 

officials 

Governmental intervention in local 

craftsmanship transmission, ICH 

safeguarding, and craft business: 

 The attitudes 

 The measures 

 The achievements 

 The limitations 

 The future plans  

 How does local government support local craft production (and especially the training of craft production)? What program/policies have been 

established to support it?  

 How important is it to the local government to realize continual craft production in the area? 

 To what extent does government take any measures to protect local craft knowledge? What are those measures? And how well do they work?  

 What are the past lessons/experiences that influence current policy making and implementation? 

 (In cases where a decline in craftsmanship is shown) Are you worried about craft knowledge being lost? What initiatives or priorities exist to protect 

craft knowledge and production? 

 Do you care if the craft production in this area dies? And why? 

 What is the next step to protect craft knowledge and production in this area? 

Craft customers Basic information Gender, age (approximately), provenance (where are you from?), job type, tour type 

Craft consumption: 

 Consumer preferences 

 Factors affecting consumers in making 

purchasing decisions 

 Consumers’ understanding of crafts’ 

multiple elements (e.g., authenticity, value) 

 Consumer feedback on their consumption 

experiences 

 What kind of craft did you buy today? Why did you buy it? 

 Do you think it is a good selection? Why?  

 Do you mind craft that is not produced locally? Why? 

 What factors influence your consumption decision? Why? 

 What do you think makes a craft valuable? 

 Which kind of craft do you want to buy? Why? 

 In craft shops, what do you find satisfactory and unsatisfactory? 
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Appendix 2 The selection of interviewees, consent type, and details of interviews (Jingdezhen case study) 

De-identified 

code names 

Introduced 

by whom 

Consent type Time and date of 

interviews 

Venue of 

interviews Highlights discussed in interviews 

JG1_XZQ Village 

neighbor 

Signed consent 

Consent for real name usage 
78 pm 30/10/2018 My home 

New features of conventional apprenticeship in contemporary society 

JG14_XJC JG4_ZGY Verbal consent 89 pm 15/09/2018 XJC’s home Apprenticeship and porcelain production in the 1940s50s in Jingdezhen 

JG14_WY Case study 

coordinators 

Signed consent 

Consent for real name usage 
1011am 17/09/2018 WY’s creation studio Issues about value and tradition of porcelain; features of modern  

craftsmanship teaching 

JG14_Ms Wang Case study 

coordinators 

Verbal consent 910 am 18/09/2018 Wang’s workplace Apprenticeship and porcelain production in the era of SOPF; contemporary production and 

market of traditional sculpture porcelain in Jingdezhen 

JG134_ Ms Nie Case study 

coordinators 

Verbal consent 1112 am 18/09/2018 Nie’s workshop & 

craft shop 

Contemporary production and market of traditional sculpture porcelain in Jingdezhen; conflicts 

between individual workshops and local government in SOPF  

sites’ reconstruction. 

JG14_ Master 

Qiu 

JG14_Ms 

Wang 

Verbal consent 8-9 am 18/09/2018 Qiu’s workshop & 

craft shop 
Contemporary production and market of traditional sculpture porcelain in Jingdezhen 

JG14_Master X JG134_ Ms 

Nie 

Verbal consent 1011 am 21/09/2018 X’s workshop & craft 

shop 

JG1_FHZ JG2_XHR Verbal consent 1011 am 19/09/2018 FHZ’s workplace Contemporary young artisans’ craftsmanship learning and production practices 

JG14_Master 

Kang 

JG2_XHR Verbal consent 910 am 19/09/2018 Kang’s workshop & 

craft shop 
Conventional apprenticeship in contemporary workshops 

JG1_Ms Kang JG1_FHZ Verbal consent 1112 am 19/09/2018 Kang’s workplace The second generation of non-local porcelain practitioners and families in Jingdezhen 

JG14_YJY Case study 

coordinators 

Verbal consent 1011 am 20/09/2018 YJY’s creation studio Apprenticeship and porcelain production in the era of SOPF; regional bangs in contemporary 

porcelain production in Jingdezhen 

JG14_WXR JG14_Ms 

Wang 

Verbal consent 

Consent for real name usage 
1112 am 21/09/2018 WXR’s home & 

workshop 
Apprenticeship and porcelain production in the era of SOPF; title assessment since the 1970s 

in SOPF. 

JG2_Mr Feng Encountered 

by chance 

Verbal consent  

(refused to be photographed) 
12 pm 31/10/2018 Feng’s workplace 

Features of modern craftsmanship teaching 

JG2_FJM JG14_Master 

Kang 

Verbal consent 1112 am 19/09/2018 FJM’s workplace 

Conventional apprenticeship in contemporary society; career plans of  

modern apprentices JG2_XHR Village 

neighbor 

Signed consent 89 am 19/09/2018 XHR’s workplace 

JG3_LSH Case study 

coordinators 

Verbal & signed consent 

Consent for real name usage 
34 pm 16/09/2018 LSH’s home Production and market of utilitarian porcelain (e.g., tableware, tea wares) in Jingdezhen in past 

decades 

JG3_ Mr Zhu JG3_LSH Verbal consent 12 pm 18/09/2018 Zhu’s craft shop 
Production and market of modern ceramic trinkets in Jingdezhen since 2012 

JG34_WFK Case study 

coordinators 

Signed consent 78 pm 19/09/2018 WFK’s craft shop 
Production and market of modern decorative fine art porcelain 

JG3_CCK JG3_LSH Signed consent (refused to 

be recorded and 

photographed) 

12 pm 18/09/2018 CCK’s craft shop 
Young, non-local artisans in Jingdezhen; comparisons between Longquan  

and Jingdezhen 

JG3_LLJ JG14_WY Signed consent (refused to 

be recorded but agreed to be 

photographed) 

11 am  12 pm 

17/09/2018 

LLJ’s workplace 
Association of Jingdezhen Art Porcelain Agents; the market for traditional fine art porcelain 

produced by Jingdezhen masters 

JG34_SGDM Case study 

coordinators 

Verbal consent (refused to be 

photographed) 
34 pm 23/09/2018 SGDM’s craft shop Changes in the management of her porcelain business; types of practical porcelain  

in Jingdezhen 
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JG4_ZGY Case study 

coordinators 

Verbal & signed consent 23 pm 15/9/2018 ZGY’s home 
Apprenticeship and porcelain production in the era of SOPFs 

JG45_LBZ Case study 

coordinators 

Verbal & signed consent 10.3011.30 am 

16/09/2018 

LBZ’s factory 
Development of Jingdezhen’s porcelain markets in the past 20 years; changes in contemporary 

porcelain market; modern porcelain production in private factories; sales of factory porcelains; 

management of private porcelain factories 
JG45_JHS Case study 

coordinators 

Signed consent 1112 am 17/09/2018 JHS’s factory 

JG6_FJW JG14_WY Verbal consent (refused to be 

photographed) 
1012 am 25/09/2018 FJW’s office Strategies, guidelines, emphasis, and future plan of Jingdezhen’s ICH  

safeguarding work 

JG7_ Ms Liang Encountered 

by chance 

Verbal consent (refused to be 

photographed) 
12 pm 22/09/2018 Sculpture Porcelain 

Factory site  
 

Rank of factors deciding final consumption; whether they mind non-local produced crafts and 

reasons; thoughts about the value of a craft; consumption preferences; purchase purpose; 

(Dis)satisfactory points of this purchase experience 

 

JG7_HZL Encountered 

by chance 

Verbal consent (refused to be 

photographed) 
45 pm 20/09/2018 Sculpture Porcelain 

Factory site  

JG7_ Student Ye Encountered 

by chance 

Verbal consent (refused to be 

photographed) 
1011 am 22/09/2018 Sculpture Porcelain 

Factory site  

JG7_Student 

Chen 

Encountered 

by chance 

Verbal consent (refused to be 

photographed) 
1011 am 22/09/2018 Sculpture Porcelain 

Factory site 

JG8_ZY JG3_CCK Verbal consent 23 pm 18/09/2018 ZY’s photography 

studio 

Smallholders means of production and transmission of porcelain craftsmanship in Jingdezhen; 

relationships between changes in visual appreciation and the transmission of traditional ICH 

JG8_XYT JG14_YJY, 

JG34_SGDM 

Verbal consent 

Consent of real name usage 
1112 am 20/09/2018 XYT’s creation studio Production and market of modern innovative fine art porcelains; changes in Chinese people’s 

aesthetic appreciation 

JG8_TYB JG34_SGDM, 

JG3_LSH 

Verbal consent(refused to be 

photographed) 
1112 am 21/09/2018 TYB’s office Value of a porcelain work; talent cultivation in the ceramic research institute; development of 

traditional fine art porcelain 

JG8_Mr Xu Case study 

coordinators 

Signed consent (refused to 

be recorded and 

photographed) 

34 pm 22/09/2018 Xu’s home 

History of imitative ancient porcelain production in the 1990s2000s in Jingdezhen 
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Appendix 3 Profile of interviewees (Jingdezhen case study) 

De-

identified 

code names 

Present 

Identity 
Gender Age 

Place of 

Birth 

Original 

family 

home 

Was a 

SOPF 

worker? 

Beginning year 

of apprenticeship 

or learning about 

craftsmanship 

Approach to 

learning 

Family members 

as porcelain 

craftsmanship 

practitioners 

Current 

working steps 

in craft 

production 

Type of porcelain 

produced/sold/bought  

JG1_XZQ Artisan Male (M) 1829 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen No 2015  

(17 years old) 

Not applicable Uncle Shaping Porcelain (cheap innovative 

decorative wares) 

JG14_XJC Artisan, laid-off 

SOPF worker  

M ≥80 Jingdezhen Fuzhou Yes 1945 

(7 years old) 

Conventional 

apprenticeship taught 

by private workshop 

owners 

Uncle, children Whole procedure Porcelain (fine art traditional 

decorative wares) 

JG14_WY Artisan, laid-off 

SOPF worker 

M 4049 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen Yes 1992  

(17 years old) 

Conventional 

apprenticeship taught 

by factory masters 

Grandfather, uncles Sketching and 

painting 

Porcelain (fine art traditional 

decorative wares) 

JG14_Ms 

Wang 

Artisan, laid-off 

SOPF worker 

Female 

(F) 
5059 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen Yes 1985  

(19 years old) 

Factory-assigned 

mentorship 

Mother Colouring Porcelain (traditional sculpture 

wares) 

JG134_ Ms 

Nie 

Artisan, craft shop 

owner, laid-off 

SOPF worker 

F 5059 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen Yes 1982  

(18 years old) 

Factory-assigned 

mentorship 

Elder brother Porcelain workshop 

management 

Porcelain (traditional sculpture 

wares) 

JG14_ Master 

Qiu 

Artisan, laid-off 

SOPF worker 

M 5059 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen Yes 1982  

(19 years old) 

Factory-assigned 

mentorship 

None Sculpture moulding Porcelain (traditional sculpture 

wares) 

JG1_FHZ Artisan F 1829 Poyang Poyang No 2013  

(19 years old) 

Conventional 

apprenticeship 

Mother, uncle, younger 

brother 

Sketching and 

painting 

Porcelain (cheap innovative 

decorative wares) 

JG14_Master 

Kang 

Artisan, laid-off 

SOPF worker 

M 3039 Poyang Poyang Yes 1996  

(14 years old) 

Self-taught without 

being taught by 

master 

Elder sister, children, 

nephew, niece 

Porcelain workshop 

management 

Porcelain (fine art traditional 

decorative wares) 

JG1_Ms Kang Artisan F 4049 Poyang Poyang No 2012  

(40 years old) 

Conventional 

apprenticeship 

Younger brother, son, 

daughter 

Glazing Porcelain (cheap innovative 

decorative wares) 

JG14_YJY Artisan, laid-off 

SOPF worker 

F 5059 Jingdezhen Yichun 

(Fengcheng) 

Yes 1977  

(14 years old) 

Family teaching Father, husband Sketching and 

painting 

Porcelain (fine art traditional 

decorative wares) 

JG14_Master 

X 

Artisan, laid-off 

SOPF workers 

M 5059 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen Yes 1983 

(20 years old) 

Factory-assigned 

mentorship 

None Sculpture moulding Porcelain (traditional sculpture 

wares) 

JG14_WXR Artisan, laid-off 

SOPF worker 

M ≥80 Ganzhou 

(Longnan) 

Ganzhou 

(Longnan) 

Yes 1958  

(24 years old) 

 

Professional learning 

in university or 

college 

Children Whole procedure Porcelain (traditional sculpture 

wares) 

JG2_Mr Feng Apprentice M 1829 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen No 2017  

(24 years old) 

Modern teaching (by 

nonlocal artist) 

Paternal aunt Shaping, but will 

learn the rest of the 

whole procedure 

Porcelain (fine art traditional 

decorative wares) 

JG2_FJM Apprentice M 1829 Poyang Poyang No 2016 

(17 years old) 

Conventional 

apprenticeship 

Mother, uncle, elder 

sister 

Trimming and 

polishing 

Porcelain (cheap innovative 

decorative wares) 

JG2_XHR Apprentice M 1829 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen No 2016  

(18 years old) 

Conventional 

apprenticeship 

None Shaping, but will 

learn the rest of the 

whole procedure 

Porcelain (cheap innovative 

decorative wares) 

JG3_LSH Salesperson in a 

porcelain store 

F 4049 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen No Not applicable Not applicable Mother-in-law, father Not applicable Porcelain (utilitarian table 

wares and tea wares) 

JG3_ Mr Zhu Craft shop owner M 6069 Ganzhou Ganzhou No Not applicable Not applicable Son Not applicable Modern ceramic trinkets 
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JG34_WFK Craft shop owner, 

laid-off SOPF 

worker 

M 5059 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen Yes 1987  

(19 years old) 

Factory-assigned 

mentorship 

Son Porcelain studio 

management 

Porcelain (fine art modern 

decorative wares) 

JG3_CCK Craft shop owner M 1829 Longquan Longquan No 2015  

(19 years old) 

Professional learning 

in university or 

college 

None Porcelain studio 

management 

Porcelain (innovative sculpture 

wares) 

JG3_LLJ Salesperson in a 

porcelain studio 

M 1829 Yichun Yichun No Not applicable Not applicable None Not applicable Porcelain (fine art traditional 

decorative wares) 

JG34_SGDM Porcelain factory 

owner, laid-off 

SOPF worker 

F 5059 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen Yes 1985  

(20 years old) 

Factory-assigned 

mentorship 

None Not applicable Porcelain (utilitarian table 

wares and tea wares) 

JG4_ZGY Laid-off SOPF 

worker 

F 6069 Jingdezhen Duchang Yes 1980 

(30 years old) 

Conventional 

apprenticeship taught 

by factory masters 

Grandfather, father Retired Porcelain (fine art traditional 

decorative wares) 

JG45_LBZ Owner of private 

porcelain factory, 

laid-off SOPF 

worker 

M 4049 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen Yes Not applicable Not applicable None Porcelain factory 

management 

Porcelain (utilitarian hotel & 

restaurant wares) 

JG45_JHS General manager of 

private porcelain 

factory, laid-off 

SOPF worker 

M 4049 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen Yes 1990  

(19 years old) 

Factory-assigned 

mentorship 

Grandfather, son Porcelain factory 

management 

Porcelain (utilitarian hotel & 

restaurant wares, wine 

containers) 

JG6_FJW Director of an ICH 

administrative 

department in 

Jingdezhen 

M 5059 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen No Not applicable Not applicable None Not applicable Not applicable 

JG7_ Ms 

Liang 

Craft customer F 4049 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen No Not applicable Not applicable Father Not applicable cheap innovative decorative 

wares, utilitarian tea wares, 

household decorative porcelain 

with good meanings 

JG7_HZL Craft customer M 3039 Hunan Shanghai No Not applicable Not applicable None Not applicable Porcelain (utilitarian 

tablewares) 

JG7_ Student 

Ye 

Craft customer M 1829 Yichun Yichun No Not applicable Not applicable None Not applicable Modern ceramic trinkets 

(Porcelain Aeolian bells and 

coffee cup) 

JG7_Student 

Chen 

Craft customer M 1829 Nanchang Nanchang No Not applicable Not applicable None Not applicable Modern ceramic trinkets 

(Porcelain cartoon sculptures) 

JG8_ZY Photographer  M 3039 Chongqing Chongqing No Not applicable Not applicable None Not applicable Not applicable 

JG8_XYT Artist M 5059 Huangshi of 

Hubei 

Jiangxi No 1987  

(19 years old) 

Professional learning 

in university or 

college 

None In-glaze and under-

glaze painting, 

studio management 

Porcelain (fine art modern 

decorative wares) 

JG8_TYB Deputy director of 

a famous ceramic 

research institute in 

Jingdezhen 

M 6069 Xiushui of 

Jiujiang 

Xiushui of 

Jiujiang 

Yes 1976  

(19 years old） 

Professional learning 

in university or 

college 

None Sketching and 

painting 

Porcelain (fine art traditional 

decorative wares) 

JG8_Mr Xu knowledgeable 

informant 

M 4049 Jingdezhen Jingdezhen No Not applicable Not applicable Mother, father-in-law Not applicable Not applicable 
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Appendix 4 The selection of interviewees, consent type, and details of interviews (Ganzhou case) 

De-identified 

names 

Introduced 

by whom 

Consent type Time and date 

of interviews 

Venue of interview Crafts/identity Grounded 

culture 

Highlights of interviews 

GG134_Master 

Chen 

Case study 

coordinator 

Verbal consent 1011 am 

30/9/2018 

His workplace in the Yugutai 

scenic spot of Zhanggong District 

Hakka root carving Hakka culture Management of the training workplace 

(Chuanxisuo);  

features of Hakka root carving 

GG14_Master 

Jiang 

Case study 

coordinator 

Verbal consent 1112 am 

30/9/2018 

His stall in the Yugutai scenic 

spot of Zhanggong District 

Sugar painting NA Cuisine craftsmanship’s features and ways of 

survival 

GG134_JHL Case study 

coordinator 

Verbal consent 

Consent for real 

name usage 

910 am 1/10/2018 His workplace in the Yugutai 

scenic spot of Zhanggong District 

Hakka porcelain plate 

painting 

Hakka culture Management of the training workplace 

(Chuanxisuo);  

typical development path of ICH inheritors 

GG2_ZQX GG134_JHL Verbal consent 910 am 1/10/2018 GG134_JHL’s workplace Agent of GG134_JHL Hakka culture Agent mode of ICH inheritors 

GG134_GYX Case study 

coordinator 

Verbal consent 

Consent for real 

name usage 

1011 am 

1/10/2018 

23 pm 6/10/2018 

His workplace in the Yugutai 

scenic spot of Zhanggong District 

Hakka bamboo carving Hakka culture Management of the training workplace 

(Chuanxisuo);  

typical development path of ICH inheritors;  

history of Hakka bamboo culture 

GG134_JHJ Case study 

coordinator 

Verbal consent 

Consent for real 

name usage 

1011 am 

2/10/2018 

His shop in Shicheng County Shicheng inkstone Hakka culture An elder artisan and book writer’s legendary 

experience in learning inkstone skills; 

the whole production process of Shicheng 

inkstone managed by a family workshop 

GG5_XC Case study 

coordinator 

Verbal consent 89 am 3/10/2018 His office Officer of Shicheng County Hakka culture How does local government envisage the future 

development of Ganjiangyuan village, once 

famous for the production of Zhong paper? 

GG15_FYZ GG5_XC Verbal consent 910am 3/10/2018 His home in the Ganjiiangyuan 

village 

Zhong paper 

Head of Hakka 

Ganjiangyuan village 

Hakka culture The history of Zhong paper production in this 

village; 

How did the Zhong paper skills get lost in this 

village? 

GG1_Master Fan GG15_FYZ Verbal consent 910 am 3/10/2018 His home in the Ganjiiangyuan 

village 

 

Zhong paper 

 

 

Hakka culture 

 

How do they become marginalized artisans? 

How did the Zhong paper skills get lost in this 

village? GG1_ FXQ GG15_FYZ Verbal consent 1011am 

3/10/2018 

His home in the Ganjiiangyuan 

village 

GG14_WSH Case study 

coordinator 

Verbal consent 

Consent for real 

name usage 

1011am 

4/10/2018 

His shop in Shicheng Writing brush NA Family transmission and family business of 

writing brush 

GG14_Master 

Huang 

Case study 

coordinator 

Verbal consent 45 pm 4/10/2018 His workplace in the 

Tongtianzhai scenic spot of the 

Shicheng County 

Wood carving Hakka culture Machine production of wood carvings; 

entrepreneurship of craftspeople 

GG5_ZCH Case study 

coordinator 

Verbal consent  910 am 7/10/2018 His office Director of the Cultural 

Affairs Bureau of 

Zhanggong District 

NA Ongoing work and future plan of Zhanggong’s 

ICH safeguarding career 

GG134_LQH Case study 

coordinator 

Verbal consent 12 pm 3/11/2018 Her workplace in the Guanxi 

Round Houses scenic spot of 

Longnan County 

Hakka handkerchief textile Hakka culture Female transmission of textile skills within 

Hakka communities 

GG5_WWD Case study 

coordinator 

Signed consent 78 pm 3/11/2018 His home Officer of the Tourism Affairs 

Bureau of Zhanggong District 

Hakka culture How does the local government develop 

tourism to boom the regional cultural career? 
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GG5_Mr Qiu Case study 

coordinator 

Verbal consent 910 am 4/11/2018 His office Head of a Yao ethnic 

minority village in Quannan 

County 

Yao ethnic 

minority culture 

Basic information including the history of the 

Yao ethnic minority village 

GG1_Master Li GG5_Mr Qiu Verbal consent 

 
1011am 

4/11/2018 

Her home in the Yao ethnic 

minority village of Quannan 

County 

 

Yao mesh bag 

 

 

Yao ethnic 

minority culture 

 

Crafts and craftsmanship of Yao; 

How did skills transmit in generations? 

GG1_Master Wang Case study 

coordinator 

Verbal consent 1011am 

4/11/2018 

GG1_Master Li’s home 
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Appendix 5 Profiles of interviewees (Ganzhou case study) 

De-identified 

names 

Principal 

Identity 

Crafts Grounded 

culture 

Gender Age Place of 

Birth 

Original 

family 

home 

Beginning year 

of craftsmanship 

learning 

Approach to 

learning 

Family 

members as 

craftsmanship 

practitioners 

Concerned 

about the 

development 

of skills 

Concerned 

skills will 

die out 

GG134_Master 

Chen 

City-level ICH 

inheritor 

Hakka root 

carving 

Hakka culture Male (M) 4049 Ganzhou Ganzhou 2000 

(25 years old) 

Self-taught and peer 

communication 

None Yes No 

GG14_Master 

Jiang 

Artisan  Sugar painting NA M 4049 Ganzhou Ganzhou 2002 

(30 years old) 

Learned from a 

workmate in a Foshan 

factory 

Children No No 

GG134_JHL City-level ICH 

inheritor 

Hakka 

porcelain plate 

painting 

Hakka culture M 4049 Ganzhou Ganzhou 1992  

(17 years old) 

Conventional 

apprenticeship taught 

by factory masters; 

academic learning 

None  Yes No 

GG2_ZQX Agent of 

GG134_JHL 

NA Hakka culture Female 

(F) 
4049 Ganzhou Ganzhou NA NA NA NA NA 

GG134_GYX City-level ICH 

inheritor 

Hakka bamboo 

carving 

Hakka culture M 5059 Ganzhou Jieyang of 

Guangdong 

1974  

(7 years old) 

Family teaching Grandfather, father No No 

GG134_JHJ City-level ICH 

inheritor 

Shicheng 

inkstone 

Hakka culture M 7079 Ganzhou Ganzhou 1992 

(50 years old) 

Self-learning and peer 

communication 

Sons, daughter-in-

law and her 

relatives, grandson 

No No 

GG5_XC Officer of 

Shicheng County 

NA Hakka culture M 1829 Ganzhou Ganzhou NA NA NA NA NA 

GG15_FYZ Head of Hakka 

Ganjiangyuan 

village 

Zhong paper 

 

Hakka culture M 5059 Ganzhou Ganzhou 1983  

(16 years old) 

Conventional 

apprenticeship taught 

by private workshop 

owners 

Unknown Yes Yes 

GG1_Master Fan  

 

Unemployed 

artisan 

 

 

Zhong paper 

 

 

 

Hakka culture 

 

M 4049  

 

Ganzhou 

 

 

Ganzhou 

1986  

(13 years old) 

Conventional 

apprenticeship taught 

by private workshop 

owners 

None Yes Yes 

GG1_ FXQ M 5059 1970  

(14 years old) 

Family teaching Grandfather, father Yes Yes 

GG14_WSH Artisan, shop 

owner 

Writing brush NA M 4049 Ganzhou Fuzhou of 

Jiangxi 

1985  

(15 years old) 

Family teaching Grandfather, father, 

children 

Yes No 

GG14_Master 

Huang 

Artisan  Wood carving Hakka culture M 4049 Ganzhou Ganzhou 1993  

(20 years old) 

 

Conventional 

apprenticeship in 

another province 

Brothers No No 
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GG5_ZCH Director of the 

Cultural Affairs 

Bureau of 

Zhanggong 

District  

NA NA M 4049 Ganzhou Ganzhou NA NA NA NA NA 

GG134_LQH Artisan, county-

level ICH 

inheritor 

Hakka 

handkerchief 

textile 

Hakka culture F 5059 Ganzhou Ganzhou 1971 

(6 years old) 

Family teaching All female family 

members, including 

grandma, mother, 

aunt, daughter-in-

law, daughter, 

granddaughter 

Yes Yes 

GG5_WWD Officer of the 

Tourism Affairs 

Bureau of 

Zhanggong 

District 

NA Hakka culture M 1829 Ganzhou Ganzhou NA NA NA NA NA 

GG5_Mr Qiu Head of a Yao 

ethnic minority 

village in 

Quannan County 

NA Yao ethnic 

minority 

culture 

M 4049 Ganzhou Ganzhou NA NA NA NA NA 

GG1_Master Li  

Artisan 

 

Yao mesh bag 

 

Yao ethnic 

minority 

culture 

F ≥80  

Ganzhou 

 

 

Ganzhou 

1940 

(11 years old) 

Family teaching Grandmother, son Yes No 

GG1_Master 

Wang 

M 5059 1974  

(7 years old) 

Family teaching Grandfather, father Yes No 
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Appendix 6 Recorded Observations of tourists’ visit to a craft shop (Xidi case study) 

Date, time Number 

of 

tourists 

Gender and estimated age Section visited Duration 

of stay 

14/10/2018 

10:0011:30 

am 

Sunny 

10:07 2 1 male, 1 female (middle age) 1. inquire re the courtyard function 

2. A quick walk around in the commercial area 

20 seconds 

10:11 5 3 males, 2 females (students, about 17) Rush in and leave quickly 5s 

10:13 2 2 males (students) Bamboo works 10s 

10:15 2 2 males (aged) Look inside the entrance 3s 

10:18 6 3 males, 3 females (middle age) 1. discussion around courtyard function 

2. bamboo works 

3. wood carving bracelets 

(purchased 2 bamboo calligraphic carved ferules ) 

4-5 

minutes 

10:19 2 1 male, 1 female (middle age) Photographing with commercial areas as background 5s 

10:23 1 Male (middle age) A quick walk around in the commercial area 5s 

10:27 1 Male (middle age) A quick walk around in the commercial area 10s 

10:29 3 Males (middle age) Stone carvings 10s 

10:32 3 Males (middle age) Stone carvings 30s 

10:39 2 1 male, 1 female (middle age) Ancient construction details, photographing 2mins 

10:48 1 Male (aged) Bamboo works 5s 

11:00 2 Males (aged) A quick walk around in the commercial area 10s 

11:00 4 3 females, 1 male (2030) Middle section1 1min 

11:07 4 2 females, 2 males (2030) Right2 and left3 sections (bracelets) 1min 

11:17 1 Male (aged) Living area, stone carving, courtyard 40s 

15/10/2018 

9:3010:30 

am 

Rainy 

9:33 1 Male (2030) Middle section inkstones 10s 

9:42 1 Male (middle age) Middle section 10s 

10:00 2 Males (aged) Look inside the entrance 3s 

10:00 1 Male (middle age) Ancient golden plaque, middle and right sections 10s 

10:12 1 Male (aged) Left section 15s 

10:13 6 1 female, 5 males (middle age and aged) Courtyard visit 10s 

10:19 5 Males (middle age) Left section (bamboo works) 20s 

10:25 1 Males (aged) Courtyard visit 10s 

15/10/2018 

1:503:30 

pm 

Rainy 

 

1:58 1 Male (middle age) Middle section 3mins 

2:06 2 1 female and 1male (aged) A walk around in the commercial area 1min 

2:11 1 Male (2030) Look inside the entrance 5s 

2:11 1 Male (aged) Courtyard visit 3s 

2:12 1 Female (middle age) Right and middle sections 1min 

2:13 1 Female (middle age) Courtyard visit 5s 

2:20 2 1 female and 1male (middle age) Right and middle sections 10mins 30s 

2:50 7 1 female and 6 males (aged) A walk around in the commercial area 1min 

3:28 6 2 females and 4 males (middle age) Middle section 10s 

3:29 2 Males (middle age) Middle section 5s 

16/10/2018 

10:0011:00 

am 

Cloudy 

10:21 2 Males (aged) A walk around in the commercial area 3 mins 

10:24 2 Females (aged) Middle section (stone carvings) 5s 

10:25 2 Males (aged) A quick walk around in the commercial area 10s 

10:25 1 Female (age) Courtyard visit 5s 

10:26 4 Female (2030) Courtyard visit 5s 

28/10/2018 

9:2110:21 

am 

Sunny 

9:24 1 Male (middle age) Courtyard visit 10s 

9:26 1 Male (middle age) Right section 15s 

9:28 1 Male (middle age) Look inside the door entrance 5s 

9:29 4 2 females, 2 males (2030) Right section, living area, ancient golden plaque 20s 

9:30 2 1 female and 1 male (middle age) A quick walk around in the commercial area 10s 

9:36 1 Male (middle age) Right section 10s 

9:42 1 Male (aged) Right section 30s 

9:43 1 Female (middle age) A quick walk around in the commercial area 15s 

9:48 2 Male (aged) Look inside at the entrance 5s 

9:49 1 Male (aged) Left section 15s 

9:52 2 Males (son and father) A quick walk around in the commercial area 6s 

9:53 5 1 female, 4 males (4 middle age and 1 

kid) 

Courtyard visit 10s 

9:54 1 Male (aged) Look inside the entrance 3s 

10:08 3 1 couple and 1 kid Quick see in the left section 5s 

10:09 2 1 couple (2030) Courtyard visit 5s 

10:21 2 2 males (aged) A quick walk around in the commercial area 5s 
 

Note:  
1. The Middle section displays middle-size stone carvings and inkstones. 

2. The right section displays small-size stone carvings. 

3. The left section displays bamboo carvings. 
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Appendix 7 Profiles of the interviewed artisans (Xidi case study) 

De-

identified 

names 

Principal 

Identity 

Craft 

type 

Cultural 

foundation 

Gender Age Whether the 

Original 

family home 

is the same as 

birthplace 

Beginning 

year of 

apprentice-

ship or 

learning 

Approach 

to learning 

Reasons for learning 

craftsmanship 

Family 

members as 

craftsmanship 

practitioners 

Concerned 

about the 

fate of 

skills 

Will 

skills 

die out? 

XG12_FZH Municipal level 

inheritor of She 

inkstone carving 

(At Xidi) 

She inkstone Huizhou 

culture 

male 40-49 Yes 

(She County of 

Anhui) 

1995 (17 years 

old） 

Family 

teaching 

Bad study performance in 

school; family members’ 

advantage as crafts 

practitioners; personal interest; 

environment influence 

Brother-in-law No No 

XG12_ Hu 

Xiaoshi 

Provincial level 

inheritor of Huizhou 

stone carving 

(At Xiuli) 

Huizhou 

stone 

carving 

Huizhou 

culture 

male 50-59 Yes 

(Nanping of 

Anhui) 

1992 (17 years 

old) 

Factory-

assigned 

teaching 

Affected by regional 

environment, personal talent 

and interest 

None No No 

XG12_JM Grassroots artisan (At 

Xidi) 

Huizhou 

wood 

carving, 

bamboo 

carving, 

brick 

carving, and 

stone 

carving 

Huizhou 

culture 

male 30-39 Yes 

(Yi County of 

Anhui) 

2000 (17 years 

old) 

Apprenticeship 

taught by a 

distant relative 

Rural tradition to learn 

craftsmanship, distant relative's 

invitation 

A distant relative, 

father 

Yes No 

XG12_Master 

Feng 

Grassroots artisan (At 

ICM1 of She County) 

She inkstone 

carving and 

the 

contemporar

y popular 

tea tray 

carving 

Huizhou 

culture 

male 50-59 Yes 

(She County) 
1988 (20 years 

old) 

Factory-

assigned 

teaching 

Affected by industrial 

environment in that time 

context 

None No No 

XG12_ Master 

Jiang 

Grassroots artisan (At 

ICM of She County) 

She inkstone Huizhou 

culture 

male 18-29 Yes 

(She County) 
2011 (21 years 

old) 

Family 

teaching 

Regional and family 

environment affected 

Cousin No No 

XG12_Master 

Ma 

Municipal level 

inheritor of sugar 

blowing in Henan 

(At HCH2 of Xidi) 

Blow sugar-

coated 

figurine 

Han culture male 50-59 Yes 

(Henan) 
Since a 

teenager 

Family 

teaching 

Family business inheritance Father, grandfather, 

old brothers, son 

No No 

XG1_Master 

Meng 

Traditional Chinese 

magician 

(At HCH of Xidi) 

Wuqiao 

acrobatics 

Han culture male 60-69 Yes 

(Hebei) 
Since a 

teenager 

Apprenticeship 

taught by other 

master in 

village 

Community skills inheritance None No No 

XG12_Master 

Min 

Grassroots artisan (At 

Xidi) 

Oil painting Han culture female 40-49 Yes 

(Zhejiang) 
Since a 

teenager 

Professional 

learning in 

university or 

college 

Personal interest and talent Husband and son No No 
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XG12_Master 

Yu 

Grassroots artisan (At 

Xidi) 

Seal carving Huizhou 

culture 

male 60-69 Yes 

(Yi County) 
Since a 

teenager 

Family 

teaching 

Affected by family 

environment 

Father, grandfather, 

daughters 

No No 

XG12_Master 

Yuan 

Folk artisan 

(At HCH of Xidi) 

Straw 

braiding and 

now using 

aluminum 

wire or alloy 

wire 

Han culture male 40-49 Yes 

(Henan) 
1987 (16 years 

old) 

Informal 

learning from 

friend's father 

Personal interest, favor from 

friend's father 

None No No 

XG12_Master 

Zhang 

Grassroots artisan (At 

HCH of Xidi) 

Carving 

(seals, 

inkstones) 

Huizhou 

culture 

male 50-59 Yes 

(Yi County) 
Since a 

teenager 

Family 

teaching for 

seal carving 

and factory 

teaching for 

inkstone 

carving 

Personal interest and talent, 

family environment 

Grandfather, father Yes No 

XG12_Master 

Pan 

Grassroots artisan (At 

Xidi) 

Huizhou 

wood 

carving 

Huizhou 

culture 

male 50-59 Yes 

(Yi County) 
1983 (14 years 

old) 

Conventional 

apprenticeship 

taught by self-

employed 

masters 

Family members advantage as 

crafts practitioners; personal 

interest 

Grandfather, father No No 

XG12_Ms Bao Grassroots artisan (At 

ICM of She County) 

She inkstone Huizhou 

culture 

female 18-29 Yes 

(She County) 
2012 (20 years 

old) 

Family 

teaching 

Regional and family 

environment affected 

Uncle, cousins No No 

XG12_WH Grassroots artisan (At 

Hongcun) 

Huizhou 

bamboo 

carving 

Huizhou 

culture 

male 50-59 Yes 

(Yi County) 
1976 (7 years 

old) 

Family 

teaching 

Regional and family 

environment affected, 

academic learning 

Grandfather, father Yes No 

Note: 

1. ICM: Inkstone Carving Market 

2. HCH: Hundred Craftspeople Hall
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Appendix 8 Basic information about interviewed tourists (Xidi case study) 

Type1 

De-

identified 

names 

Gender Age 
Departure 

city 
Job type Tourism type 

Craft 

bought 

Rank of factors 

deciding final 

consumption 

Whether 

mind 

non-local 

crafts 

Whether 

mind 

machine 

production 

Buy craft for 
Preferred 

type 

F XG3_Henlia 
Female 

(F) 
60-69 Denmark Pharmacist 

Individual DIY 

tour 
Not yet 

Symbols (what crafts mean); 

light, easy-to-carry crafts  
Yes Yes Not Applicable 

Traditional 

type 

F XG3_Karsten Male (M) 50-59 Germany 

Marketing and 

sales consultant for 

an IT company 

Individual DIY 

tour 

Bamboo 

calligraphic 

carved ferules 

Not Applicable Yes No 

Gifts to sister who 

is a teacher and 

may use the ferule 

in classroom 

Traditional 

type 

F XG3_Margret F 60-69 Jiangsu Language teacher 
Self-driving 

group tour 
None Appearance, quality, price Yes Yes Not Applicable 

Traditional 

type 

B 
XG3_Miss 

Zhai 
F 18-29 Shanghai Internet engineer 

Individual DIY 

tour 
Oil painting 

Price, personal affection for 

the craft 
Yes 

Not 

Applicable 

Personal usage 

(ornaments) 

Traditional 

type 

B 
XG3_Miss 

Zhang 
F 40-49 Shanxi Housewife 

Self-driving 

family tour 
Oil painting Personal feeling No 

Not 

Applicable 

Personal usage 

(ornaments) 

Not 

Applicable 

B XG3_Mr Bi M 50-59 
Weihai, 

Shandong 

Private project 

contractor 

Self-driving 

family tour 

Huizhou stone 

carving 

Delicate appearance, good 

meaning in creation, 

innovative sense 

Yes No 
Personal usage 

(ornaments) 

Innovative 

design with 

meanings 

B 
XG3_Mr 

Cheng 
M 30-39 Hebei 

Staff of People's 

Insurance 

Company of China 

Self-driving 

group tour 

Bamboo 

calligraphic 

carvings 

Motif, personal interest in 

Chinese traditional culture 

Not 

Applicable 

Not 

Applicable 

Household 

furniture decoration 

Traditional 

type 

A XG3_Mr Chi M 60-69 Beijing Retiree 

Package tour 

organized by 

travel agency  

None 

Have no plan to buy crafts 

because know little about 

them 

Yes Yes Not Applicable 
Traditional 

type 

B XG3_Mr Cui M 40-49 Guangdong Self-employed 
Self-driving 

group tour 

Stone carving 

teapots 
Personal preferences Yes Yes Personal collection 

Traditional 

type 

D 
XG3_Mr 

Huang 
M 50-59 Zhejiang Retiree 

Package tour 

organized by 

travel agency 

Ancient coin Ancient signs on the coin 
Not 

Applicable 

Not 

Applicable 
Personal collection 

Traditional 

type 

D XG3_Mr Ma M 60-69 Hubei Retiree 

Package tour 

organized by 

travel agency 

Bamboo 

calligraphic 

carvings 

Workmanship, sense of 

responsibility to support ICH 

inheritance, appreciation of 

craftspeople's work, 

collection value, affinity to 

ICH items because of 

daughter's ICH-related job 

Yes Yes Personal collection 
Traditional 

type 

B XG3_Mr Wan M 50-59 
Nanchang, 

Jiangxi 
Government officer 

Self-driving 

group tour 

Bamboo 

calligraphic 

carvings 

Inherited traditional crafts, 

artistic style, good quality of 

bamboo material 

Yes Yes 
Personal usage 

(ornaments) 

Traditional 

type 

E 
XG3_Mr 

WangA 
M 40-49 Shandong 

University art 

teacher 

Educational tour 

for sketching 

coursework 

Not yet 

Personal needs, appreciation 

preference (local cultural 

features), raw material, 

workmanship 

Yes 
Not 

Applicable 
Not Applicable 

Traditional 

type 
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D 
XG3_Mr 

WangB 
M 40-49 Shandong Medical profession 

Self-driving 

group tour 

Bamboo 

calligraphic 

carvings 

Relatedness with traditional 

culture, Huizhou cultural 

features, quality, good 

appearance 

Yes Yes Personal collection 
Traditional 

type 

D 
XG3_Mr 

Xiong 
M 60-69 

Jinan, 

Shandong 

Retiree of Jinan 

Cultural and 

Historical Records 

Committee 

Package tour 

organized by 

travel agency 

She inkstone 
Personal interest, reasonable 

price 
Yes Yes Personal collection 

Traditional 

type 

B XG3_Mr Xu M 40-49 
Chaozhou, 

Guangdong 

Electric power 

engineer 

Self-driving 

group tour 

Bamboo 

calligraphic 

carvings 

The workmanship, and the 

content of the calligraphy 
Yes Yes 

Household 

decoration 

Traditional 

type 

D 
XG3_Mr 

Zhang 
M 60-69 Shandong 

Librarian of 

Shandong 

Professional 

College 

Package tour 

organized by 

travel agency 

Bamboo 

calligraphic 

carvings 

Personal interest Yes Yes Personal collection 
Traditional 

type 

B XG3_Mr Zhou M 30-39 Hunan 
Financial type 

employee 

Individual DIY 

tour 
Not yet 

Ancient type, local featured 

crafts, handmade 
Yes Yes Not Applicable 

Traditional 

type 

B XG3_Ms Su F 40-49 Guangdong Self-employed 
Self-driving 

group tour 

Stone carving 

teapots 

Its collection value, and its 

potential value-raising space, 

fame of craftspeople, carving 

workmanship, raw material 

Yes Yes Personal collection 
Traditional 

type 

A 
XG3_Ms 

Wang 
F 60-69 Beijing Retiree 

Package tour 

organized by 

travel agency 

Bamboo 

calligraphic 

carvings 

Quality, workmanship Yes Yes 
Personal usage 

(ornaments) 

Traditional 

type 

A XG3_Ms X F 50-59 Sichuan Service industry 
Individual DIY 

tour 
Not yet 

Crafts with good wishes, 

delicate craftsmanship, and 

reasonable price 

Yes Yes 
Household 

decoration 

Traditional 

type 

A XG3_Ms Xu F 50-59 
Northeast 

China 
Retiree 

Package tour 

organized by 

travel agency 

Not yet Price, quality of crafts 
Not 

Applicable 

Not 

Applicable 
Not Applicable 

Not 

Applicable 

A 
XG3_Ms 

Zhang 
F 60-69 

Jinan, 

Shandong 

Retiree of 

government 

Package tour 

organized by 

travel agency 

She inkstone 
Personal needs, price, fame 

of craft and production place 
Yes No 

Personal 

calligraphic usage 

Traditional 

type 

F XG3_Patrick M 50-59 Denmark 
Social health 

caretaker 

Individual DIY 

tour 

Traditional 

wood toy 

Preference for wood crafts, 

space at home to place crafts 
Yes Yes For a memento 

Traditional 

type 

C 
XG3_Student 

Duan 
F 18-29 Nanjing 

Student for 

sketching 

coursework 

Educational tour 

for sketching 

coursework 

Wood carving Price, function No No 
Personal usage 

(ornaments) 

Traditional 

type 

C 
XG3_Student 

Huang 
F 18-29 Nanjing 

Student for 

sketching 

coursework 

Educational tour 

for sketching 

coursework 

Not yet Appearance, price No No Not Applicable 
Not 

Applicable 

C 
XG3_Student 

Qv 
M ≤ 17 Shanghai 

Student for 

sketching 

coursework 

Educational tour 

for sketching 

coursework 

Stone carving 

seal 

Quality, price, function, 

good appearance 
Yes Yes 

Personal use 

(painting stamping) 

Traditional 

type 

C 
XG3_Student 

Zhu 
M ≤ 17 Shanghai 

Student for 

sketching 

coursework 

Educational tour 

for sketching 

coursework 

Stone carving 

seal 

Utilization, price, good 

appearance, quality 

Not 

Applicable 
No 

Personal use 

(painting stamping) 

Traditional 

type 

Note: 1. Type: A = Average tourists; B = Wealthy buyers but not professional collectors; C = Student customers; D = Enthusiasts; E = Professional art practitioners; F = Foreign tourists 
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Appendix 9 SWOT analysis on the effect of the three contexts on craft practice (including craft 

production, sales, and craftsmanship transmission) 

    Context  

 

SWOT analysis 

 

Industrial context 

 

Community context 

 

Tourism context 

Strength 

 Solid foundation in 

industry, consumers, skills, 

fame, and transmission 

patterns 

 Sense of honor towards 

local culture and skills 

 Diverse approaches to 

skills transmission 

 Less competitive market 

 Geographic isolation 

 Broader market 

 Historical fame (splendid 

craftsmanship history) 

 Strong sense of responsibility 

among locals to share the history, 

charm, and skills of crafts to 

tourists 

Weakness 

 Institutional inertia 

 

 Limited market 

 High convergence between 

craftsmanship’s fate and 

community development 

 Geographic isolation 

 Remote and dispersed distribution 

of craft practitioners 

 Higher cost of business 

management 

 Highly complex interest relations 

 Disempowerment of locals 

Opportunity 

 New policies and more 

government grants to revive 

the local craft economy 

 Preferential support from local 

government in worksite 

allocation, subsidy, and higher 

public exposure 

 The proposals to ‘Introduce ICH 

to Tourism Sites 非遗进景区’ 

and ‘Encourage private capital to 

invest in tourism ICH products 

and services’ 

Threat 

 Unresolved problems 

regarding consumption and 

market demands 

 Changed laboring patterns and 

living customs 

 Community hollow-out 

phenomenon 

 Assimilation by Han communities 

 Screened by cradle places 

 Homogenous commodification 

 Dishonest acts that harm the 

authenticity and integrity of 

traditional craftsmanship 

 

 

 




