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HERITAGE IN CONTINUUM: ABANDONING STATIC CONSERVATION TO EMBRACE 

CULTURE IN TRANSITION – A CASE STUDY OF KONG HA WAI COMPOUND  

IN HONG KONG 
 

w w w 
 

Kong Ha Wai is a young architectural compound in rural Hong Kong developed over 88 years as a miniature of the local history. 
With the authors’ hands-on experience in the site’s redevelopment work, this paper questions the static approach in conservation 
and interrogates transformative conservation strategy to maintain heritage as a process. It is believed that positioning heritage as 
resources defined by a heritage community would be the best way forward in attaining sustainable development, which is a 
viewpoint applicable to vernacular and abandoned heritage, as well as rapidly changing Asian context.  
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 

“Cultural heritage is a group of resources inherited from the past which people identify, independently of 

ownership, as a reflection and expression of their constantly evolving values, beliefs, knowledge and 

traditions. It includes all aspects of the environment resulting from the interaction between people and places 

through time.1”  - Council of Europe, 2005 
 

The above definition of cultural heritage in the Council of Europe Framework Convention on the Value of 

Cultural Heritage for Society (the Faro Convention) challenges the typical understanding of cultural heritage 

as a monument, groups of buildings and sites, especially those at the national level. To illustrate a few, 

Australia defines heritage as “place and fabric2” with cultural significance and China refers it to as 

“immovable physical remains3”. What is most concerned in Faro is not on the tangible fabric of significant 

monuments, buildings, or places as defined in most national level understanding4, but how heritage assets as 

“resources” could embrace evolution, change and continuity with respects to the social context and 

environment.  
 

The definition shift from the tangible (place, immovable physical remains, etc.) to the function of heritage (as 

a resource) is just one manifestation of the complex relationship between heritage and our society. What 

matters the most in this discussion lies in the working understanding of “authenticity”. Authenticity, the 

“most nebulous term” among conservation professionals5, is a concept that went viral after the adoption of 

the Venice Charter for the Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites (the Venice Charter) and 

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

Heritage Convention). It basically means heritage expressions being credible and truthful6, but professionals 

from various cultural backgrounds have different interpretations and therefore made it challenging for 

applications.  
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The actual conservation practice tends to honour material substances over everything else, although the Nara 

Document on Authenticity (the Nara Document) had expanded the coverage of authenticity to include 

spiritual and non-material values7. Whilst enormous efforts have been made to conserve tangible attributes 

and the history in most heritage sites, it is more challenging to take care of the development and evolution of 

the social context. This had been the case in Hong Kong, where some adaptive reuse projects over-

empathized the preservation of character-defining elements (same as attributes) and sometimes prioritized 

financial considerations over social ones. This has disappointed a rising amount of vociferous public that felt 

such decision-making lacked relevance and connection to local communities8. Within the global context, 

international tourism-led attempts in heritage conservation presents a disconnection with local communities 

and their socio-economic interests9, correspondingly resulting in inadequate funding directed towards 

conservation work of vernacular and community-based cultural heritage.  
 

This paper presents insights on the relationship between heritage and society derived from the Kong Ha Wai 

compound heritage redevelopment project in Hong Kong. Although the site was a newcomer to the local 

village when it was constructed in 1935, it had quickly become a community focal point and socially 

integrated into the local context as a “resource”. For years the site was abandoned due to societal changes and 

the connection with the local community was broken. The project sought to use a transformative 

conservation approach to reconnect the compound with its neighborhood. With reference to the present 

authors’ hands-on experience, it sought to explore how contemporary place-making framework might be 

used to transform cultural heritage like Kong Ha Wai compound as a process in time instead of being a static 

monument. The central argument we set out to make is that a transformative conservation approach holds 

the potential to alter the Western-based understanding towards authenticity and be transferable to other 

heritage conservation cases in rapidly developing Asian cities. There are thus two central questions. How are 

existing working understandings on authenticity inapplicable to a rapidly changing Asian context? Would 

transformative conservation be a new way of response to dynamic and societal changes?  
 

2. THE CONTESTED AUTHENTICITY: A STATIC PRINCIPLE IN PRACTICE 
 

The existing framework of authenticity is “essentially based in a Western empirical tradition”10, whose 

material-focused doctrine was only challenged in 1994 in the Nara Document. It was this Japanese-advocated 

document that brings in the view of spiritual and intangible perspectives in understanding cultural heritage 

and serves as the first international conservation philosophy that considered authenticity as a relative concept 

in associations with the socio-economic context11.  
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However, in reality, heritage sites are still acknowledged based on a material-based perspective or 

incomprehensive understanding on authenticity, which is furthered by the Authorized Heritage Discourse12. 

A key perception of authenticity is related to the “originality” of heritage places. Although the interpretation 

of the international doctrine on authenticity does not empathize originality, many practitioners are not aware 

of the notion about subsequent historic layers, the truthfulness and credibility. The essence of originality is 

maintained in several national level publications, including the United States’ National Park Service guideline 

on “Application for inclusion of a property in the U.S. World Heritage Tentative List” published in 200613. 

The notion is still evident in the Statement of Authenticity of the U.S. recent inscription the 20th century 

Architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright to the World Heritage List, it reads, 
 

“Most of the components of the serial property have remained remarkably unchanged since 

their construction in their form and design, use and function, materials and substance, spirit 

and feeling. Conservation of each of the buildings … ensuring the long-term conservation of 

original fabric … In cases where the original function has changed, the current use is fully 

consistent with the original design.14” 
 

Within the context of Hong Kong and China, the restoration philosophy advocated by Liang Sicheng, a 

pioneering Chinese architect and conservationist, had largely influenced the understanding of authenticity.  

Liang’s promoted method of “restoring the old as it was” is interpreted as maintenance of the original state 

and form, which has been borrowed to the Law of the People’s Republic of China on Protection of Cultural 

Relics and the early version of Principles for the Conservation of Heritage Sites in China (the China 

Principles). The Qufu Declaration, a declaration drafted by local Chinese artisans and scholars, suggests that 

damaged buildings can retain their cultural significance if restoration is done with reference to original designs 

by using original materials, procedures, and techniques15. It gives us a glimpse of Chinese conservation 

philosophy from a local practitioner perspective and demonstrates the “originality” dominated thinking in 

Chinese practice.  
 

The ambiguity of authenticity is not only caused by cultural root, but also the absence of shared connotation 

due to the concept’s untranslatable nature in many languages. Professionals, especially those working in the 

Asian context, have to “rely upon inexact synonyms” in establishing local frameworks16. Korea17, China18, 

Nepal19 and many other states have no exact fit vocabulary and therefore have several translated terms for 

authenticity, where usually at least one of them involves the meaning of “being original”. In Chinese-speaking 

community, including Hong Kong, authenticity is translated in two ways, either yuanzhenxing 原真性 or 

zhengshixing 真實性20. Yuanzhenxing is a more commonly used term, also the official translation in Hong 

Kong, that refers to “original” state, while zhengshixing is believed to be more accurate by some established 
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scholars21 as it focuses on the quality of being “real”, “true” and “verifiable”. The official choice and 

popularity of the term yuanzhenxing has constructed a deeply rooted thinking that heritage conservation has to 

stick with the “origin” of historic fabric, and thus promoting a rather static approach in practice.  
 

The implication of this static take is profound as authenticity is a generic term relating multiple aspects in the 

field of cultural heritage. Compatibility of function, genuineness of material, organization of space and level 

of interventions are just illustrations of the various attributes that could be covered under the concept of 

authenticity. Scholars, like Linstrum, doubted the applicability of static take in conservation practice, where 

she describes strict code like minimum intervention “is not a counsel of perfection that is difficult to follow 

in every-day conservation22”. Such a fixed perspective on authenticity favors aesthetically pleasing heritage 

and downplays the plurality of meaning that reflects the depth and diversity of local cultural identity23. 

Everyday vernacular resources valued by the local communities that could be a beneficial enabler in meeting 

the challenges of the twenty-first century would likely be disclaimed.  
 

3. KONG HA WAI: A HISTORIC BACKGROUND 
 

Located in the Pat Heung within the rural Kam Tin Valley area of New Territories in Hong Kong (Fig. 1), 

Kong Ha Wai is one of the Eclecticism architectures constructed by Hakka Chinese24 in the region. 

Constructed in 1935, the compound is a young cultural heritage of vernacular nature, but not necessarily 

vernacular architecture25. It was constructed in the form of Western exterior and Chinese interior by 

employing the then cutting-edge techniques of prefabrication (Fig. 2), reflecting a new interpretation of 

materials and western-influenced adaptation to local climate. Taking into account the traditional Chinese 

wisdom in cosmology (better known as Feng Shui), the compound is environmentally integrated with the 

natural terrain by utilization of natural mountain ridge, river course, and flatland since the settlement location 

selection (Fig. 3).  
 

The harmonious integration with the natural environment does not imply a smooth integration into social 

context. As the Kam Tin Valley area was long occupied by the Punti26 population, the social atmosphere was 

not welcoming towards newcomers. Although the Indonesia-immigrated owner of Kong Ha Wai is ethnically 

Chinese, its Hakka origin and socio-economic background differentiates the family with the existing 

population. The aesthetically outstanding architectural compound with Western influence also stands out in 

the community full of traditional village houses. Such a distinctive architectural form and different social 

background of the owner sets a barrier for the compound to socially integrate into the local community. That 

being said, the compound swiftly established itself as a focal point and socially integrated into the community 

by portraying itself as a resource that catered to the needs of the time.  
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Fig. 1 Map of Hong Kong showing the location of Kong Ha Wai compound in New Territories. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2 The Western external façade of Kong Ha Wai mansion within the compound flanked by two uncompleted 
auxiliary wings. The door and window frame, coin-shaped ventilation openings, balustrades and many other architectural 
elements were prefabricated.  
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Fig. 3 Kong Ha Wai compound constructed in a valley facing a flatland, surrounded by hills and mountains on its three 
sides and in proximity to a river that is corresponds to the ideal settlement location as reflected in the Four Emblems of 
Chinese Feng Shui theory. (Adapted from Google Earth). 
 

 

Kong Ha Wai’s history is not a standalone story, instead a miniature of the regional and entire Hong Kong’s 

development. The first owner of the house, Mr. Wong Fong Kiu, is one of the settlers who immigrated to 

Hong Kong in the early 1900s following the overseas Chinese exclusion movement in Nanyang and chaotic 

socio-political situation during the Warlord Era in China. His compound was completed in 1935 under the 

efforts of craftsman from Meixian and shares a common architectural language of the residence of this batch 

of rich immigrants, which has witnessed the flock of talents to colonial Hong Kong.  
 

Fast forward to December 1941, the extension construction work of Wong’s mansion within the compound 

was stopped due to Japanese invasion during the Second World War. The Japanese Heavy Artillery Battalion 

navigated their invasion route to Hong Kong Island passing-by the compound and even stationed there 

temporarily, during which some building parts of the mansion were taken away. Interesting evidence of this 

particular historical period is that the two extension auxiliary wings of the mansion are laid with steel 

reinforcements but yet to be covered by concrete on top of it (Fig. 4). It was left behind due to emergency 

evacuation of the owner. After the Battle of Hong Kong, the Wong’s family was repatriated to mainland 

China. The empty compound was then used as temporary village school and as the regional base of Hong 

Kong Gendarmerie of Japanese Army for the upcoming three years and eight months.  

 

 

 

 

 



IASTE Working Paper Series   s Volume 321 
   

 

8 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Fig. 4 The uncompleted wing of the Kong Ha Wai mansion with steel reinforcements tied on top of structural frame 
 

 

At the time of British reoccupation in postwar 1945, there was urgent need to reestablish law and order in the 

New Territories. Kong Ha Wai was borrowed by the local police for seven years as a temporary police station 

to take over the duties of the destroyed Au Tau Police Station. The functional change of Kong Ha Wai 

became more frequent thereafter, especially when it entered the rental and industrial period of the 1950s. 

Post-war Hong Kong had experienced immense population growth and industrialization derived from 

another wave of immigrants from China. Since the start of this period, the compound had been sublet to 

external tenants and housed more than thirteen businesses throughout a forty-five-year timeframe, by 

occupants ranging from carpet manufacturer to landscaping contractor, rice noodle manufacturer to 

engineering company. The carpet and paper factory had a notable close tie with China as resources, laborers 

and techniques were imported from its Northern County. These rentals of the compound not only symbolize 

a shift from agricultural-based farmland to industrial-based economy in the Kam Tin Valley, but also reflects 

the broader societal needs and transformation of Hong Kong. It also denotes New Territories’ relatively low 

hierarchical status in the British colonial government’s development agenda as those prohibited offensive 

business are sent to Kam Tin Valley. Some of them were found within Kong Ha Wai compound resulting an 

avalanche of intrusive interventions and alteration of its spatial integrity. 
 

The industrial blossom within the compound lasted till 1997 when it was sold. It was then left vacant for two 

decades waiting for redevelopment. However, the local populace had shown profound memories of the 

compound. Whilst ancestors of the local community took part in shaping the communal role of the 

compound, members of nearby villages recounted their past experiences visiting or working within the 

compound, providing an opportunity to reconnect the site as a carrier of collective memories and revitalize it 

for sustainable rural purposes. 
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The compound today consists of an entrance gate, a semi-circular pond, a servants’ quarters, a mansion, and 

the remains of a boundary wall that were constructed in 1935 (Fig. 5). Due to the employment of reinforced 

concrete as building materials, buildings maintained strong structural stability and remained in rather intact 

form. Other fabric, like the orchard and temporary factory structure no longer exists. Many of the remaining 

tangible attributes have left overlapping traces from multiple historic periods and await proper interpretations 

to reflect its rich history.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5 Spatial Mapping of Kong Ha Wai compound remaining structures 

 

Stage Time Major Events in Kam Tin Valley, 

Hong Kong and China 

The Situation of Kong Ha Wai 

Compound 

0 Before 

1935  

Agriculture-based economy & 

Immigration wave 

- Kam Tin Valley was mainly occupied 

by Punti population, and the area was 

an agricultural-driven economy 

- Enormous number of Chinese 

immigrated from Nanyang and China 

due to overseas Chinese exclusion 

movement and chaotic socio-political 

The land where Kong Ha Wai situated 

was owned by the Punti Tang clan. 

Kong Ha Wai has not emerged.  
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situation during the Chinese Warlord 

Era 

1 1935 – 

1941 

- Second World War kick started in 

1939 

- Steady growth of local economy 

Kong Ha Wai was completed in 1935 

and was used as the private residence 

of the Wong family.  

2 December 

1941 

The Battle of Hong Kong 

- Japanese army conquered Hong 

Kong within 18 days and destroyed 

many places during wartime 

The Japanese army navigated their 

invasion route along Kong Ha Wai 

and stationed for at least two days. 

3 1941 – 

1945  

Japanese Occupation 

- Large scale repatriation of locals to 

China (rapid decrease in local 

population) 

- Economic hardship and food 

shortage  

The compound was converted into a 

temporary village school and 

suspected to be a regional post of 

Hong Kong Gendarmerie. 

4 1945 – 

1952 

Early Postwar period 

- Widespread of criminal activities and 

urgent needs to reestablish law and 

order, especially in New Territories 

- Chinese Civil War and another wave 

of immigrants to Hong Kong 

The compound was borrowed by the 

British Hong Kong Police Force as a 

temporary police station to replace the 

destroyed regional base.  

 

5 1952 – 

1997  

Industrial Blossom 

- Continuous immigration from China 

and overseas bringing in financial 

resources, techniques, and networks 

for industrial growth 

- The British government restricted 

land use in urban areas and forced 

Offensive Trades to relocate to less 

populated area 

The compound was used by more 

than 13 businesses, notably a carpet 

factory emerged based on talented 

Chinese female craftsmen and a paper 

factory established based on 

technologies from Shanghai. 

 

6 1997 – 

2021 

 

- The sovereignty of Hong Kong 

returned to China in 1997 

- Hong Kong has prioritized economic 

development instead of heritage 

The compound was abandoned for 

decades, but some nearby 

communities used the place as storage 
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7 2021 – 

Present 

conservation in early years after 

sovereignty return 

- The citizens of Hong Kong have 

growing expectations of heritage 

conservation projects 

The Kong Ha Wai compound heritage 

redevelopment project is ongoing. 

 

Table 1 Seven stages of Kong Ha Wai compound in response to societal changes  
 

 

4. A THEORETICAL REFLECTION OF HERITAGE DISCOURSE 
 

Whilst adaptive reuse is acknowledged as the best way to maintain a historic building, in which Vines writes in 

Streetwise Asia: A Practical Guide for the Conservation and Revitalization of Heritage Cities and Towns in Asia that “The 

active use of an old building with sensitive alterations is more desirable than having a perfectly intact building 

that is not used27”, how young yet complicated sites like Kong Ha Wai could be sensitively revitalized is still 

in question. Present historic accounts that constructed foundations for cultural significance of Kong Ha Wai 

compound have sparked an intriguing reflection to the established understanding towards authenticity and 

heritage discourse, both the static take and the written form in international conservation doctrine. 
 

Starting from the static perspective, what would be the “original” form of Kong Ha Wai compound if we 

have to restore it to an “authentic” state. The existing state of Kong Ha Wai is a combination of traces and 

interventions throughout its eighty-eight-year history. If we decide to restore all intrusive interventions from 

the industrial period, the next key struggle will bring us to the centuries-long dichotomy between 

conservation philosophies, the Viollet-le-Duc approach in “reestablishing a complete state which may never 

have existed at any given moment” or the John Ruskin approach in “preservation and delaying as much as 

possible the moment of the end”. Whether the “original design” or the “existing uncompleted state” (Fig. 4) 

should be deemed as “original and authentic” would be the first question.  
 

The second confusion lies in the fact that we have a compound of eighty-eight years history housed over 

thirteen functions spanning through approximately the same length of time, with most of them associating 

with significant regional or even global important events, which function should be considered as the most 

compatible and authentic as a future use. Some conservation professionals have long debated whether the 

most similar use to the original function can be regarded as compatible, while others believe the marriage 

between a needed function and a building is the best outcome28. By revisiting the Australia ICOMOS Charter 

for Places of Cultural Significance (the Burra Charter), compatible use means “a use which respects the 

cultural significance of a place. Such a use involves no, or minimal, impact on cultural significance29”. These 
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discussions and definitions lead nowhere unless we acknowledge “the needs of the present” is the genius loci of 

Kong Ha Wai compound.  
 

That being said, flexibility of continuous evolution of function in response to societal changes would be 

equivalent to respecting layers of cultural significance of Kong Ha Wai compound. Considering heritage as 

continuum is a long-advocated idea in critical heritage discourse, although it has not been put into 

contemporary conservation practice. Smith argues that “heritage is a process … in which … values are 

rewritten and redefined for the needs of the present30”. Khalaf shares the views and suggests “emerging 

contemporary theories of conservation are not characterized by a close adherence to truth or authenticity, but 

rather to people and their needs in the present and the future31”.  
 

This idea of continuum has been rooted in the Ship of Theseus Paradox, an ancient Greek discourse on 

authenticity. Whether the ship of Theseus is the same after changing one plank? Which is the authentic ship 

of Theseus if the plank of the “original” ship is all replaced by new plank, but the old planks are reserved and 

assembled as another ship? The judgement on authenticity is subjective, yet the ship of Theseus “exists as a 

collection of sensations but not as an object32”. The key notion behind the paradox is that the tangible is just 

a manifestation of the non-material values, the genius loci, but should not be the emphasis of contemporary 

conservation practices. This kind of practice is evident in Hong Kong local context, where the exteriors of 

the University of Hong Kong’s main building are protected by legislation and its interiors are given the 

flexibility to adapt to contemporary education needs, the mission of an educational institution. The British 

exemption for ecclesiastical buildings from Listed Building Consent also shares similar undertones to allow 

living heritage to continue its spirit without restrictions from heritage law on churches’ physical fabric33.  
 

One may argue that such theory is only applicable to “living heritage”, one that is always in use, but not for 

cases like Kong Ha Wai that has been vacant for decades. This argument lies on whether uses in the heritage 

is continuous. While if the period of discontinued use be regarded as part of its heritage continuum, the 

historic fabric could be restored, after the vacant period, as a resource to inject viable social function for re-

integration with the community, in the same way as Kong Ha Wai compound has done for its past. 
 

5. TRANSFORMATIVE CONSERVATION: HERITAGE AS PROCESS 
 

Kong Ha Wai compound had married the most needed function in its vicinity throughout different historic 

stages, serving as a temporary school premises, a police station, and home of several industries that has 

generated much-needed working opportunities in its insolvent neighborhood. It is a historic site in constant 

transformation with its cultural significance, under modern term of conservation discourse, being generated 

along with its evolution and adaptation with the local community.  
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In this regard, the contributing factors to the cultural significance of Kong Ha Wai compound extend to a 

wider context covering all the previous uses, influences, stakeholders, and geographic attributes. With its 

complex layers of history, these factors are expansive and abundant, and could be seen as a systematic 

network. The understanding of heritage of Kong Ha Wai compound is a process and “a social and political 

construct encompassing all those places, artefacts, cultural expressions inherited from the past34”.  
 

The conservation process envisions the compound as a resourceful hub that once again injecting new vigor 

and benefiting the local community as an enabler for rural regeneration.  
 

The rural village area, where Kong Ha Wai is located constitutes much of the land resources in Hong Kong. 

The sustainable development of the rural village area, especially in the New Territories is always a major item 

on the agenda of land development discussion in Hong Kong. The conservation of Kong Ha Wai takes a 

transformative approach that acknowledge contributing elements from stages of its historical development. 

Some of these elements, directly or associatively contributing, are located beyond the immediate environ of 

the compound. A cultural mapping and placemaking framework is employed to understand the whole village 

area with identification of the associative elements. Because of this radiating effect, circles of influence and 

association from various diverse previous uses can be identified as initiators for rural regeneration process. A 

heritage community that belongs to Kong Ha Wai and its neighborhood can be gradually formed. This 

community would in return, empower Kong Ha Wai to sustainably respond to the rapidly changing context 

and local needs and become a new platform for the neighborhood to fulfill its much-needed functions at 

“present”. Such needs of the “present” may also change over time while the new transformative conservation 

approach takes this dynamic nature into account and encourages the process of heritage in making.  
 

This transformative conservation approach, exemplified by Kong Ha Wai compound heritage redevelopment 

project suggests a practical strategic framework for heritage conservation of vernacular architecture by 

abandoning static linear approach and regarding heritage as a continuous process. This aligns with the notion 

in Faro Convention that cultural heritage should be exploited as an enabler of sustainable development. 
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Fig. 6 The cultural mapping and placemaking framework of Kong Ha Wai compound redevelopment project 

 

 

6. CONCLUSION: REFLECTION OF HERITAGE PRACTICE 
 

This paper has argued that the static notion behind the working definition of authenticity poses a strict code 

to the conservation of local level cultural heritage that is more concerned with the societal parameters. This 

paper has also argued discontinued use is also part of heritage continuum and can still return indigenous in 

existing community as a resource responding to societal changes in favour of the heritage communities. The 

transformative conservation strategy employed in the Kong Ha Wai compound is by no means intended to 

constitute a definitive framework for the emerging concept, but rather to serve as a catalyst for debate about 

the potential future for cultural heritage, particularly those in the rapidly changing Asian context.  
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THE RISE OF RAFFLES CITY IN CHAOTIANMEN, CHONGQING,CHINA: 

WHO OWNS THE DISCOURSE OF TRADITION?  
 

w w w 
 

This paper examines how the Raffles mega-project has taken over Chaotianmen, Chongqing's most important historical public 
space. As the project rose up, it has become a colossal new landmark, dramatically altering local spatial and social patterns. The 
paper is to investigate how the city’s mega-project responds to tradition and the motivations and actions of different social actors in 
the process. This paper will prove that the tradition is constantly being reshaped by the current political and economic interests, 
and the physical forms it produces is ultimately controlled by a small section of society. 
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 

“It is the golden wharf, the junction of the two rivers, and the heart of traditional navigation and shipping. 

From this site, we will dynamically express “Sail Boat” on the river and try to create a new landmark that 

will be popular with the public and overlook the view.”1 
 

Moshe Safdie, an octogenarian world-class architect, introduced his latest work in Chongqing, China to the 

media in 2018: Raffles City. Chongqing, a megacity located in the middle and upper reaches of the Yangtze 

River, is the only municipality directly reporting to the central government in western China. The “golden 

wharf” the architect referred to above is the famous Chaotianmen Wharf, which is located at the forefront of 

the Yuzhong Peninsula, sitting at the confluence of China’s two major rivers, the Yangtze and Jialing (Fig.1). 

The Yuzhong Peninsula is the downtown area of Chongqing, with a history spanning 2,000 years. As it has 

always been the historical, geographical, and political center of Chongqing, locals refer to it as the “Mother 

Town”. As the main city has continued to expand outwards over the past forty years, downtown has gradually 

lost its economic status due to its geographical and spatial limitations. At the same time, Chaotianmen, the 

former flourishing commerce and trade centre, has also gradually declined. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
Fig.1 (left): Chaotianmen location in urban scale — Source: Google Maps (annotated by author) 
(right): Photo of Raffles City. (Source: https://www.gooood.cn/raffles-city-chongqing-safdie-architects.ht) 
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In addition to the redevelopment needs of the downtown area itself since 2010, the state had further 

aspirations for Chongqing to serve as the model for inland opening-up and a vital hub in the Belt and Road 

initiative. In 2015, the third round of cooperation between China and Singapore launched in Chongqing. 

Supported by the joint effort of political and economic forces, the Raffles City project developed by 

Singapore CapitaLand emerged as a bridge of cooperation between the two countries. Controversially, the 

vast footprint of the project occupies the historical gateway to Chongqing, dwarfing Chaotianmen Square, 

which holds spiritual symbolic value for Chongqing's citizens. Unsurprisingly, the project triggered an 

unprecedented social dispute that is still ongoing. In the case of Raffles City, political and economic forces led 

to concessions being made to the opponents of the plans, reducing the size of the city’s most important 

traditional landmark and public space. As a result, consumer spaces have become the city’s colossal new 

landmark.  
 

This paper first explains the development of historical space from Chaotianmen to Raffles, whilst also 

providing the background of each stage. It will then move on to analyze the motivations and actions of 

different social actors and their mutual endeavours against Raffles City (i.e., the government, developers, 

architects, media, experts, and the public). By observing the whole process from the design of Raffles City to 

the construction through to completion and beyond, and paying attention to the special events that took 

place, I will discuss how tradition is inherited, transformed or even destroyed and dismantled in the context 

of contemporary Chinese urban development. Moreover, I will probe how the underlying political, economic, 

and social forces shape these narratives to identify who ultimately owns the discourse of tradition. 
 

2. FROM CHAOTIANMEN TO RAFFLES CITY: THE EVOLVING HISTORICAL SPACE 

2.1. Chaotianmen Served as an Essential City Gate, Port and Wharf in Ancient and Modern Times 

Chaotianmen was constructed in 314 BC by Zhang Yi, a Qin Dynasty general, who built Bazun City 

(Chongqing’s predecessor). Notably, it was a place where successive officials received imperial decrees. 

Therefore, from its beginning in ancient times, Chaotianmen (Chaotian朝天 in Chinese means facing the 

emperor, men 門 means door) was a political metaphor.2 
 

In the early Ming Dynasty, Dai Ding, a minister, was ordered to expand the old city of Chongqing. Seventeen 

gates were built according to Nine Palaces and Eight Trigrams (an ancient form of Chinese astronomy) (Fig. 

2). Of all the city gates, Chaotianmen was the largest and most majestic. Specifically, it was located in the 

northeast corner of the Chongqing Yuzhong Peninsula, surrounded by water on three sides with mountains 

on the other. Chaotianmen was built on the high side of the river cliff, with the land outside the gate sloping 

down to the dock and the riverbank. The city gate was constructed with a double-layer structure, with a 

barbakan positioned outside the main gate. The three characters of "Chao-tian Gate" were engraved on the 
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forehead of the barbakan. During this period, Chaotianmen began to become the center of political and 

economic activities in Chongqing as a dock (Fig. 4). 
 

At the end of the Qing Dynasty, the shipping trade conducted out of Chaotianmen gradually came under the 

control of Western powers and Japan. Even so, at the same time, a steady flow of industrial products came to 

Chongqing due to the rise of global trade. In 1891, Chongqing opened its port for trade and Chaotianmen 

Customs was set up. This period laid the foundations for Chongqing to become the regional economic center 

of the upper Yangtze River.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3 (left): Chongqing Fu City by Zhang Yunxuan  —Source : Historical Atlas of Chongqing) 
 (right):  The city gate in the Chaotianmen area—Source: Shiyuan Ai艾仕元 艾仕元 , “Qingdai Chongqingfu 
Yuchengtu 清代 《重慶 府渝城圖 》(Urban Map of Chongqing in Qing Dynasty) 

 

 

In the era of the National Government under Chiang Kai-shek ,  Pan Wenhua, the first mayor of Chongqing, 

initiated the planning of the modern city of Chongqing, presiding over the demolition of the gate and walls of 

Chaotianmen to expand the wharf and facilitate traffic in 1927 (Fig. 5). When the Sino-Japanese war broke 

out in 1937, Chongqing became China’s temporary capital. As a result, Chaotianmen not only developed into 

the largest wharf in southwest China, but also became a bridgehead for Chongqing and the repository for 

China's foreign exchanges. Due to the growing importance of Chaotianmen Wharf, various goods along the 

river were distributed in the Chaotianmen area, attracting porters, truckers, sedan bearers, and the like (Fig. 

3).  In time, the riverside became filled with stilt-style3 shantytowns to serve as accommodation for these 

workers (Fig. 3).   
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Fig. 3 (left): Chaotianmen Ferry in the Early 20th Century (dismantled) — Source: Dai, Yuhua 戴渝華. 2007.老碼頭 
(Old Ferries),老重慶影像志 (Visual Magazine of Old Chongqing). Chongqing: Chongqing Press. 24 
(right): Stilted buildings on the shore of Chaotianmen in the 1940s. (Source: National Geography). 

 

 

Following China’s opening up and economic reform period, in 1991, the largest commodity wholesale market 

in the middle and upper reaches of the Yangtze River was established in Chaotianmen. Occupying some 

370,000 sq. m, the market included ten thousand enterprises and fifteen thousand stalls. To facilitate the 

transportation of goods to and from the Chaotianmen market, hundreds of ships departed from the adjacent 

Chaotianmen Wharf each day. The delivery of goods between the market and wharf relied on the regional 

working class: the “Stick Army of the Hilly City” (see Figs.4; the term “Stick Army棒棒軍” refers to the 

delivery men with shoulder poles who carried goods up and down the steep steps).4 Due to undeveloped road 

traffic, Chaotianmen wharf still played an essential role in citizens’ lives. Every day a constant stream of 

citizens commuted across the river by ferry, reaching the wharf by a funicular that linked the upper and lower 

parts of the city.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figs. 4:  “Stick Army of the Hilly City” carry goods between the market and wharf. (Source: Chongqing International 
Image Festival Committee). 

 

 

At the turn of the century, when the city was undergoing rapid urbanization and modernization, the 

Chaotianmen area gradually lost its economic importance, as the traditional wholesale market of low-grade 
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commodities remained wedded to its outdated business model. Simultaneously, due to the development of 

urban infrastructure, such as expressways and bridges across the river, the ferry and funicular also steadily fell 

out of use. 

 

2.2. The construction of Chaotianmen Square: A Political Concept 

The year 1997 was a significant turning point in the administrative status of contemporary Chongqing. 

Following Beijing, Shanghai, and Tianjin, Chongqing was awarded the status of China’s fourth 

municipality directly reporting to the Central Government. At this critical moment, the local state planned 

and implemented a number of “first in the West” and “first in China” model projects as an expression of the 

city’s identity and ambition. Of these, the Chaotianmen Square project was planned as Municipal No. 1 

Project to enhance the image of the city’s gateway, becoming a new spiritual repository for the people of 

Chongqing, imbued with its national characteristics. 
 

The Chaotianmen Square project was completed in ten months and opened to the public in late 1998. It was 

built in the Golden Triangle area in Chaotianmen, at the confluence of the two rivers, and covered 17,000 

square meters, making it the largest rooftop square in China at that time.5 The ‘public square’ is a highly 

political concept in the People’s Republic of China. Like Tiananmen Square, every city, town, or village had to 

have a square for public gatherings on important (i.e., political) occasions. As various squares were established 

in all administrative centers, they comprised a “square system” corresponding to the hierarchy of the state - a 

parallel that unmistakably reflected a square’s official function to shape public sentiment in the way the party 

sees fit.6 Only the largest public, thus requiring the largest square, could match the political status of 

Chongqing as a newly anointed municipality, with “the masses” identifying as “the people.” 
 

The square form also had a splendid metaphor of “Deck of the Great Ship”, as the whole Yuzhong Peninsula 

was like a giant ship (Fig. 5). Rows of high-rise buildings were like masts and sails, rising to stand against the 

wind. Meanwhile, the riverside roads on either side were like the ship’s rails, and Chaotianmen Square was 

like the spacious foredeck of the ship starting out on a new voyage. 7 The square consisted of four areas: the 

viewing square with a four-story building below, the traffic square, the revetment, and the surrounding 

landscape (Fig. 5). The funicular remained at the side of the square. The national-style viewing square was 

paved with red, white, and blue marbles or tiles and decorated with lampposts, fountains, lawns, small leaf fig 

trees, fake betel nuts, etc. The fan-shaped revetment was 700 meters long and had 128 staircases, which set 

off the square. 
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Fig. 5 (left): Scheme image of “Deck of the Giant Ship” (right): The master plan of the viewing square landscape design. 
(Source: Courtesy of Principal Architect Lan Jin 蘭京). 

 

 

With the decline of the Chaotianmen market and wharf, Chaotianmen Square has largely become a tourist 

attraction for observing the spectacular confluence of two rivers and viscerally feeling where the city was 

born. Additionally, visitors could also take photos with a black granite monument inscribed with a gold 

inscription by former CPC General Secretary Jiang Zemin: “Chongqing Chaotianmen Square重慶朝天門廣

場.”  

 

2.3. Raffles City Rising in Chaotianmen : A New Colossal Landmark 

Over the past 100 years, Chaotianmen had been named for the gate, trade port, wharf, and square. During 

this same period, it had been steadily evolving from a defense boundary to an urban public space, playing the 

most important role in Chongqing. It should be noted that the city wall, funicular, stick army, long steps, and 

other cultural landscapes were retained in the collective memory of Chongqing’s residents.  On August 30, 

2012, with a loud “bang,” the Chongqing Passenger Terminal Building and the Three Gorges Hotel in 

Chaotianmen were demolished. This moment heralded the great change coming to Chaotianmen; the public 

space, as the most important historical symbol of the city, would give way to the invasion of significant capital 

inflows.  
 

Raffles City was developed by CapitaLand of Singapore, with construction starting in late 2012. It covers 

91,783 sq. m, with a total construction area of 1.12 million sq. m. To be precise, it accounts for 33% of 

CapitaLand’s total investment in China, making it not only CapitaLand’s but also Singapore’s largest single 

investment in China, worth approximately 3.5 billion dollars. The project comprises a five-story retail mall, a 

300-meter-long sky bridge, and eight towers featuring offices, recreation facilities, and apartments for sale, 

with the latter accounting for most of the space (Fig. 6). In addition, it also supports a multi-dimensional 
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transportation network integrating subway lines, a bus hub, and a cruise ship terminal to connect the city’s 

three major CBDs located in Yuzhong, Jiangbei, Nan’an Districts, respectively (Fig. 1).  8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 6 (left): The architect, Safdie’s, initial sketch of Raffles City(right): Scheme diagram of Raffles City. (Source: Courtesy 
of Safdie Architects). 

 

 

On September 6, 2019, after eight years of construction, Raffles City opened with great pomp and ceremony, 

with some 350,000 flocking to attend the launch (Fig. 25). At this time, domestic and foreign mainstream 

media rushed to praise the birth of the world’s new landmark. This monumental integrated complex, the 

largest development project in Western China, catalyzed the regeneration of downtown Chongqing. 
 

3. TOP’S ASPIRATION: WHO PUT POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT FIRST? 
 

On January 10, 2012, CapitaLand Limited of Singapore and the Chongqing Yuzhong District Government 

officially signed the cooperative agreement on the development of the Chaotianmen Area (fig 19).  During 

the signing ceremony, Huang Qifan, former Mayor of Chongqing, said the project would be a landmark 

designed by a world-class architect taking inspiration from Chongqing’s unique history, culture, and location. 

The entire project takes the form of a “sailboat” (Fig. 20), whilst also reflecting the undulating characteristics 

of the hilly city of Chongqing. Hence, its image can be seen to match the city’s central business district, with 

the former mayor believing that residents would like the design. Mr. Liao Wenliang, President of CapitaLand, 

said, “We are very honored to develop a landmark building in such a strategic location of Chongqing. We 

believe that Chongqing will become China’s ‘second Shanghai.’ CapitaLand also made an official project 

poster with the slogan “Let Chongqing Go to the World讓重慶站在世界面前” (see Fig. 7). In the poster, 

Chongqing Raffles City dominates the island, followed by the iconic skyscrapers on Yuzhong Peninsula, 

representing the developer’s ambition and desire for investment in this project. The development of Raffles 
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City is significant to Chongqing for two reasons: firstly, it brings the declining Chaotianmen area back to the 

core of Chongqing; secondly, the construction of a world-class landmark funded by international capital 

accelerates Chongqing’s integration into the global economy.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 7:（above）Official Poster of Raffles City  — Source: Courtesy of CapitaLand Limited 
（below） Poster of The China-Singapore (Chongqing) Demonstration Initiative on Strategic Connectivity. (Source: 
http://cci.cq.gov.cn/xmjs/xmgk/202010/t20201012_7950547.html). 

 

 

Raffles City Chongqing is not only a joint capital operation carried out between the local government and a 

foreign enterprise, but also essential economic cooperation between the countries of China and Singapore. In 

October 2013, during the Sino Singapore Joint Committee Bilateral Cooperation, Zhang Gaoli, the Vice 

Premier of the State Council of China, proposed to Singapore Vice Premier Teo Chee Hean further 

cooperation projects in Western China. Later, on November 7, 2015, President Xi Jinping of China and 

Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong of Singapore signed an agreement on The China-Singapore (Chongqing) 

Demonstration Initiative on Strategic Connectivity, marking the official launch of Sino-Singaporean 

cooperation in Chongqing. On its official poster (Fig. 7), Marina Bay Sands and the future Raffles City are 

juxtaposed as representative landmarks of the two countries. As can be inferred from their similarity, Marina 

Bay Sands, known for its sky park, and Raffles City, were both designed by Moshe Safdie. It is unsurprising 

that he has been criticized for copying his previous work on such an important project. The poster provides 

evidence that the similar shape of these twin-like buildings symbolizes the intimate international relation, 
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which transcends and goes beyond the scope of architecture. On September 3, 2016, Lee made an onsite visit 

to the Chongqing Raffles project.9 
 

However, there was an incident during the construction process. In 2015, while digging the foundation, 

workers unearthed a section of the 140-meter-long ancient city wall, which was authenticated as being built 

sometime between the Ming and Song dynasties (Fig. 8). The Song dynasty city wall was the first time to be 

found in the last hundred years. According to records, since the construction of Chaotianmen Square in 1998, 

all the relics of Chaotianmen City Wall had disappeared. This incident attracted the attention of the public. 

On June 18, 2015, the 18th anniversary of Chongqing Municipality, Chongqing Heritage Conservation 

Volunteers issued a proposal to protect the excavated section of wall. As a result, CapitaLand reduced the 

underground garage by 100 parking spaces and constructed a flood-prevention wall. Even with these 

measures, 40 meters of the ancient city wall were still damaged and removed. According to an anonymous 

interviewee, this course of action was approved by National Construction Ministry, thus demonstrating that 

heritage protection has to give way to political and economic development in Chongqing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 8: Photo of the ancient city wall relics on the Raffles construction site in 2015. (Source: 
https://read01.com/zyGQ0oK.html#.YKpJ8agzaHt). 

 

 

4. SAFDIE’S RHETORIC：IS IT A PARADOX TO DESIGN FOR THE LOCAL? 
 

“When I came first time I saw this site, I said this is like the unbelievable sight. I never realized how the 

Jialing  River would come straight into this spot. It's where the city was born, I thought it was a very 

responsibility. Chongqing is a rugged city. The typography just tells the story you have to go upstairs and 
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downstairs. There are tough people here in Chongqing, and it is a tough landscape……I think as an 

architect is that I learned from the beginning, from day one immerse understand the place. You need to 

understand what's important to people how they live. You need to understand how to make an architecture 

that belongs in such a way that people feel that it belongs to them.”10 
 

Quote above, Sadie offers an impassioned explanation and response to the Raffles Chongqing project. He 

firmly believes that this design respects the local area and its residents. Furthermore, on its official website, 

Safdie Architects explain that the project continues the firm’s exploration of vertical neighborhoods, livable 

urban communities, and thoughtfully connected public spaces.11 However, I will compare the highlights of 

the architect's design and the actual effect of the design in the following aspects.  
 

Firstly, The Crystal, the evolution of “Sky Park” from Marina Bay Sands in Singapore, is a 300m-long 

horizontal skyscraper offering over 10,000 sqm of amenities. It includes an observatory, a members-only 

clubhouse with a 50m-long infinity pool, a hotel lobby, and several luxury restaurants. Due to the distinct 

seasons in Chongqing, instead of an open garden, it is enclosed by a concertina structural frame composed of 

3,000 pieces of glass and 5,000 aluminum panels (Fig. 9). 12As the world’s longest sky bridge, Safdie proudly 

suggested that nature does not survive urbanization, especially in high-density cities like Chongqing. 

However, by “lifting gardens into the sky,” the Crystal allows for the survival of big trees and their reflections 

(Fig. 9). Furthermore, he believed that urban development would take the form of the vertical growth and 

horizontal expansion of skyscrapers. The projects will be regarded as 3D links between different real estate 

projects in both the sky and on the ground. Specifically, they can form public streets in the sky and reduce the 

population density of the ground. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 9:（left） The exterior and Interior of the Crystal  (right)Gateway Park. (Source: courtesy of Safdie Architects). 

 

 

Realistically, the architectural wonders only serve a limited segment of the public. In the Chaotianmen area, 

the streets are packed with wholesale market vendors, porters, and construction workers. As a high-end 
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project, the horizontal skyscraper cannot solve overcrowding on the ground, instead serving the wealthy by 

providing them with leisure facilities and the city’s most spectacular views. This begs the question of what 

social risks are associated with living in the air. Will this trend toward vertically and horizontally 

interconnected skyscrapers accelerate the polarization of social classes?  This project creates a two-tier city, 

socially and physically, with the elite occupying the sky city whilst the masses are relegated to the ground. 
 

Safdie's interpretation of designing the Crystal horizontal skyscraper in terms of alleviating high population 

density is not valid. Similarly, he dedicated the whole roof of the five-story commercial podium open to the 

public, called “Gateway Park” (Fig. 9). Safdie explained that the rooftop park is a larger gateway space with 

over 30,000 sq. m (an area slightly larger than New York City’s Madison Square) Park, overlooking 

Chaotianmen Square and the scene where the two rivers meet, which is free for Chongqing residents to 

access. It takes its inspiration from the hilly terrain and is composed of a network of green and open spaces 

that feature sculptures, interactive fountains, and pools.13 
 

However, the glorious-sounding Gateway Park reserves only one corner for access from the  high-elevation 

street. The Gateway Park looks more like the entrance garden of the towers or the community garden of 

Raffles’ owners (Fig. 9). Furthermore, when the land belongs to CapitaLand Group, can the roof be separated 

from the private property? If it is regarded as private property, it cannot be said to be a public space. 
 

Thirdly, in Safdie’s mind, the project integrates multiple connections within the city that are in alignment with 

the undulating topography. In addition to Gateway Park, he designed a new public walkway that cuts through 

the five levels of the retail mall to provide a direct connection between the inner city and Chaotianmen 

Square (Fig. 10). He also rhetorically described this design as reminiscent of the terraced stairs that 

characterize the city(Fig. 10).14 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 10: (left)Section of Raffles City — Source: Courtesy of Safdie Architects (annotated by the author) 
(middle)A new walkway from the inner city to Chaotianmen Square —  Source: photo by the author 
(right): Stair streets traversing clustered vernacular buildings served as important public spaces in 1945. (Source: Chinese 
National Geography no. 2 (2014)). 
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Last but not the least, before the construction of Raffles City, there were five roads directly connected to 

Chaotianmen Square, including two riverside roads and three inner-city roads. This road network has been 

maintained for the past hundreds of years. Raffles’s retail podium occupies almost all the available areas of 

the site, which locks the throat of Chaotianmen Square. The five original roads to Chaotianmen Square have 

to be converted as part of the Raffles City project to provide light rail and other urban public transport. 

Jiesheng Street (Jieseng Street (接聖街) means to greet the imperial road in ancient times) ran parallel to the 

entrance of Chaotianmen Square and was turned into an underground route (Fig. 11).  Moreover, Citizens 

and visitors have to walk through the Raffles Square retail podium if they want to access Chaotianmen 

Square. Notably, there is no public street access and the mall is not open to the public 24 hours a day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig.11 (left): The viewing Chaotianmen square in 2010 — Source: http://travel.qunar.com/travelbook/note/5492466 
(right): Jiesheng Street接聖街 underground — Source: photo by the author 

 

 

Raffles City is like a high and large wall that separates the river and square from the inner city and the people 

of the city. As a result, Chaotianmen Square is entirely invisible from the inner city, with the inner city roads 

forming an urban dead end at the border with Raffles (Fig. 12). Safdie has continually emphasized that the 

design recalls the historic stairways of old Chongqing. The actual collective memory is unique and vibrant 

street culture and distinct from the forms of stairs and terraces. The citizens’ walkways often mix with open-

air commercial and leisure activities, complemented by domestic activities spilling out from the vernacular 

houses flanking the streets (Fig. 10). 
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Fig. 12 (left): The sightline from the inner city to Chaotianmen Square  —  Source: photo by the author 
 

 

5. PUBLIC RESPONSE：IS THE CONSTRUCTION OF RAFFLES A CULTURAL INCIDENT? 
 

Controversy over the Raffles development emerged following the initial announcement of the design scheme 

in 2011. When the scheme was submitted to the Chongqing Planning Commission for consideration, Chen 

Ronghua, the chief architect of Chongqing Design Institute, pointed out that it did not conform to Yuzhong 

Peninsula Urban Image Design, which necessitates that such tall and massive buildings should not be built in 

Chaotianmen. Unfortunately, his words did not work. 
 

As early as 2003, Chongqing Municipality Government formulated The Urban Master Plan of Chongqing for重慶

市總體規劃(2006-2020),15 the main content of which included the broad guidelines for urban landscape 

protection. Specifically, it emphasized the maintenance of the urban pattern integrating mountains, rivers, and 

the city, whilst simultaneously protecting the cultural and historical area, the city skyline, and the city’s open 

spaces. Meanwhile, the official Yuzhong Peninsula Urban Image Design 渝中半島形象設計 further stipulated 

that from the riverside to the hinterland,16 the height of buildings should conform to the hilly terrain. In 

combination with the Yuzhong Peninsula ridge line characteristics, two groups of skyscrapers are planned, 

“Minsheng City Crown” and “Zhongshan City Crown,” which will form the highest point of the Yuzhong 

Peninsula skyline, thus reflecting the undulating landscape (Fig. 13). Secondly, for the Chaotianmen area, the 
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plan proposed to create the gateway image by retaining the Chaotianmen square, rebuilding an iconic 

skyscraper, and renovating the high-rise buildings located behind the square. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 13: The planned two highest points of the Yuzhong Peninsula skyline. ( Source: Yuzhong Peninsula Urban Image 
Design). 

 

 

In January 2018, in an open letter to the Mayor entitled “the Preservation of Chaotianmen as the Landmark 

and the Gate of the Spirit of Chongqing,” Chongqing Heritage Conservation Volunteers (made up of 200 

citizens) suggested that Raffles City had detrimentally impacted Chaotianmen’s historic status and seriously 

damaged Chaotianmen’s historical geography, tourism, and cultural ecology.17 In response to a report by 

Singapore-based Lianhe Zaobao聯合早報, the developer insisted it would develop the site based on the 

principle of cherishing the land. By this time, the planned “Sailboats” had already taken shape on the site, 

whilst developers and the media were celebrating the new elevated “Sky Park.” Wu Yuanbing, a 

representative of the volunteers, said in an interview with Lianhe Zaobao, “Chaotianmen Square is boasted as 

the city balcony of Chongqing’s citizen. But will you accept that you have to walk across another one’s room 

before you get to your balcony?” In June of the same year, Chongqing We Media published "Chongqing's 

Mainstream Experts Revisit Raffles: Hogging the Eye of the City, a Serious Cultural Incident" on the internet, 

causing much debate among the citizens, who left messages on the internet questioning "Who will return our 

Chaotianmen? 
 

According to Yang Yuzhen, a professor at the School of Urban Planning and Architecture, Chongqing 

University, the problem in this instance stems from the unique nature of the Chaotianmen site. He said in an 

interview that Raffles City was now too large to fit in and align with the culture and geographical environment 

of Chaotianmen. For most citizens, Chaotianmen is viewed as an open public space rather than a group of 

private buildings. Some experts suggested transforming the ground and first floors of Raffles City into an 

elevated level, allowing more space for Chaotianmen Square whilst also broadening the connection with the 
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city interior. However, this suggestion was not accepted by the developer. Upon completion of Raffles City, 

the controversy spread to the whole country. Besides questioning the destruction of the historical site, the 

media rated the building as one of the top ten ugliest buildings in China in 2019 due to its inappropriate 

scale.18 
 

6. TRADITION REBUILT: DOES IT STRIKE A BALANCE BETWEEN  PROTECTION AND 

DEVELOPMENT? 
 

Although Raffles City is unlikely to be torn down, it became an essential strategy for the government to make 

the remaining Chaotianmen Square a site of “revival.” On December 19, 2018, Chongqing Municipal 

Government officially promulgated Implementation Plan for Improvement of “Two Rivers and Four Banks” in Central 

Downtown of Chongqing,”19 in which the renovation of Chaotianmen Square was again positioned as the “No. 1 

Project”. The proposition in this instance is to protect historical resources, incorporate traditional elements, 

and develop the cultural tourism industry. Prior to this, Chongqing Housing and Urban-Rural Development 

Commission launched the international design bidding for the “No.1 Project”, which attracted submissions 

from Sasaki, Zaha Hadid, and other international first-class design firms. These schemes all had a sense of 

futuristic design that complemented Raffles’ image. Ultimately, T. Y. Lin International Group won the 

bidding process (Fig. 14). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 14: Design scheme by T.Y. Lin International Group, Sasaki, and Zaha Hadid’s submissions, respectively, from left 
to right. (Source: https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/btwEezYHmdOvjG6vHSv_bg). 

 

 

On December 31, 2019, the official website of Chongqing Municipal People’s Government suddenly 

appeared in the news with an article titled “Construction of No. 1 Project of Two Rivers and Four Banks-

Improvement of Chongqing Chaotianmen Area”.20 The news presented the implemented scheme image with 

a completely traditional style, decorated by the ancient city wall and a large green space (Fig. 15). The 

construction will connect the 2.4 km waterside pedestrian system composed of Historical Blocks Hongya 

Cave 洪崖洞 (0.8 km), Chaotianmen (1.1 km), and  Huguang Guild Hall 湖廣會館 (0.5 km)21 at 180m and 

196m, respectively (Fig. 15). It will turn the 60,000 sq. m of architectural space Chaotianmen Square into a 
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landmark public area for cultural leisure and renovate the old wharf and steps. Undoubtedly, the project will 

increase accessibility to the river bank. Still, as the municipal public project and a No. 1 project, it is odd for it 

to start so suddenly and quietly, without any advanced announcement. Secondly, no information about the 

implemented scheme can be found on the Internet, including from the designer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
Fig. 15 (left): The implemented renovated design scheme of Chaotianmen Square (right): The construction scope. 
(Source: Website of Chongqing Municipal People’s Government). 

 

 

On April 25, 2021, the writer had a telephone interview with Qin Haitian, Head of the Scenery Branch of 

Chongqing Municipal Planning and Natural Resources Bureau. He explained that due to the fallout from the 

Raffles City project, Chaotianmen remains a sensitive topic for the public. No matter what style of the 

renovation scheme is adopted, it would be difficult to satisfy everyone. The international style accorded with 

the aesthetics of the modern day, but this came at the expense of the historical context and memory of the 

city. According to a poll by Chongqing University and the design firm, the people’s memories of 

Chaotianmen were symbolized by the ancient city wall, wharf, large steps, and funicular. Based on the spirit of 

the City Work Conference of Central Government on continuing the city’s traditional context and public 

response, the authorities ultimately selected the ancient city wall scheme. When questioned about why the 

scheme was not made public and directly implemented, he replied vaguely that all the procedures were legal.  
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The government wants to make up for the lost culture and history due to the construction of Raffles City, but 

does the collage of fake antiques effectively and meaningfully recall collective memory? Is this not another 

case of the politicians’ wishful thinking?  Before the traditional-style Chaotianmen Square was unveiled, the 

renderings attracted new complaints from netizens, such as “getting uglier and uglier, why wreck the core of 

the city again?” It has even been referred to as a “Rustic Farming style.”  

 

7. CONCLUSION 
 

With China’s rapid development and urbanization, the authorities have become accustomed to showing their 

political achievements accorurban image changes. As Chaotianmen had always been the geographical and 

historical core of Chongqing, the authorities are inclined to express their political vision by reshaping the 

place .  This is indicated by how Chaotianmen Square has responded to the establishment of a municipality 

directly under the central government, Raffles City has responded to the ambition to integrate the city into 

the world, and a compromise of Chaotianmen responding to the inheritance of the city’s history and culture 

in line with the spirit of the Central Government (Fig. 16). The frequent mutation in Chaotianmen over the 

past 30 years fully confirms the visions of politicsin the first place. The symbolic concepts from the modest 

square as “Deck” to heroical architecture as “Sail” of Yuzhong Peninsula as the gigantic ship intimate that the 

Raffles City mega project could mobilize local contexts and locate them within a larger globalized context. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig.16. The evolution of Chaotianmen after reform and opening-up. (Source: Images from the Internet, organized by 
author). 
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Concurrently, Raffles City has radically changed the skyline of the peninsula: Raffles and the dominating two 

rows of buildings along the river  are made up of various high-rise buildings constructed in an international 

style (Fig. 41).  Conversely, Chaotianmen Square, is decorated with historic elements, integrated Huguang 

Guild Hall, whilst the Hongyadong Historical Block on each side of Chaotianmen will form a low-horizontal 

line with a unified “Traditional National Form” (Fig. 17).  The readily apparent dual layers speak with two 

design languages to evoke an urban collage.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 417: The low-horizontal line with a unified “Traditional National Form” set against a skyline built in an international 
style. (Source: Images from the Internet, organized by author). 

 

 

This collage is reminiscent of earlier eclecticism in Chinese architecture based on the specific political and 

economic situation at any given time. In 1959, during the Great Leap Forward, Beijing built the “Ten 

Buildings” to welcome the National Day, typified by the Cultural Palace of Nationalities (Fig. 18).  Later, in 

1990, government officials began to promote the practice of juxtaposing sleek Modernism with National 

Form on their building facades (Fig. 18).22  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Fig. 18 (left): Cultural Palace of Nationalities, Beijing, 1959. (Source: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cultural_Palace_of_Nationalities#/media/File:MinzuGong.JPG 
(right): Chang’an Grand Theater, Beijing, 1996. (Source: 
https://govt.chinadaily.com.cn/s/201911/26/WS5ddc96bc498e7df3800efa5b/changan-grand-theater.html). 
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It is the case that historic elements can define urban identities. However, when the old wharf life disappeared, 

fake historical scenes appeared like a Hollywood studio lot, creating new urban experiences through cinematic 

images.23 For instance, in 1999, in the nearby Hongyadong Historic Area, Chongqing Municipal Government 

demolished the stilted vernacular buildings (Fig. 19). In 2005, a new-built eleven-story commercial building in 

the stilted style has become an architectural wonder as it looks like the architecture in Anime Spirited Away by 

Miyazaki Hayao. Notably, it is second only to the Forbidden City in popularity among tourists.24 Similarly, 

Chaotianmen’s ancient city wall was destroyed and partly put into a museum. Now, Chaotianmen Square will 

put on the coat of the fake city wall, dotted with the old wharf, steps, stilted houses, and other historical 

elements, to emulate how it looked a hundred years ago.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 19: Present day Hongyadong — Source: https://udn.com/news/story/7335/3120634, accessed on August 20, 2018 

 

 

Zukin said that the beauty of a place is not that everything has never changed, but in the evolution of time 

and how authenticity can be preserved. 25 From the most prominent gate and the dominated wharf, to the 

municipal square, Chaotianmen underwent gentle changes as an open public space in which citizens could 

engage in activities freely. However, when a group of commercial buildings occupies the public space 

aggressively with private branding and changes how the public participates, the spatial authenticity has since 

disappeared.  
 

It is not difficult to understand that the authorities’ decision-making is often irretrievably separated from the 

protection of tradition and the actual needs of the public. When confronted with such a massive project, the 

government, decision-making elites, and architects often hold the discourse of tradition and the power of its 

representation, whereas intellectuals with a deep attachment to culture and history, as well as ordinary 

citizens, have no such opportunity. In this way, tradition thus becomes a tool of power. What will this mean 
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for the city in the long run; will it break with tradition or establish a new upstart tradition? Additionally, the 

traditions associated with civic life are becoming increasingly marginalized. As a result, Chongqing has 

evolved from a traditional city built on its landscape, brimming with civic life to a net-worthy city anchored 

by the "sailing ship" megastructure and other urban spectacles. 
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RECREATING RITUALS SCENES IN THE CONTEXT OF URBANIZATION: THE 

MODERN INTERPRETATION AND REPERCUSSION OF QIJING RITUAL ALLIANCES IN 

PUTIAN, CHINA 
 

w w w 
 

The study examine the repercussion of popular religion tradition in Putian Plain in southeast China since 1980s. There stand over 
2,500 temples in 724 villages and carries out over 4,200 ritual events every year. These entertaining ritual events have been on and 
off in the plain for the past five decades. The authors argue that they not only enriches everyday life of local people, more importantly, 
by mobilizing individuals participating in these activities, they became informal but fundamental institution in local society to 
negotiation with the government and capital-led urbanization. 
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 

Conventional reading of China’s contemporary urbanization practices imposed an image of complete 

disruption from tradition. It seems that traditional social networks and lifestyle ruptured, and the 

communities’ connection to “place” were cut off. However, a series of recent investigations in Putian plain in 

southeastern China reveal a very different scenario that could reverse this understanding. 
 

Putian plain locates on the coastal side of mid-Fujian Province, China. One of the smallest City 

Administrations in Fujian, it has the most active and creative cultural tradition and the largest overseas 

migrations. Once seashores, Putian plain has been shaped by Mulan Creek for over a thousand years and 

correspondently formed impressive views of traditional settlements, spectacular architectural styles, as well as 

active ritual traditions. There are over a thousand temples dispersed in Putian Plain, worshipping hundreds of 

different local gods. Some gods migrated from other regions but most of them came from local historical 

celebrities. These temples were organized into a structured system called Qijing. Qijing, literally seven 

settlements, is a social management organization created around 15th century to coordinate rituals such as 

celebrating gods’ birthdays, New Year events as well as other everyday events. Each jing refers to a 

settlement, which normally owns several temples. Seven I would work together as a ritual alliance called 

Qijing, which apparently organize ritual events, but actually work as local governments to coordinate 

production affairs such as irrigation and construction, as well as daily events such as weddings, funerals, etc. 
 

Urbanization during the past decades has turned Putian Plain from a scenic rural landscape into a modernized 

city. Traditional settlements were tear down one after another and replaced by high-rise apartment buildings 

and huge modern buildings. The authors argue that despite their appearance, temples and their socio-cultural 

function did not disrupted during this process. By looking at contemporary ritual practices and communities’ 

everyday life, they suggest four strategies used in the modern Interpretation and repercussion of Qijing Ritual 
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Alliances. There are: 1) the embodiment of traditional ritual ceremonies in the visually layered space; 2) the 

reflection of the tactile perception by traditional materials; 3) the usage of the demolished building 

components to recall the collective memory; and 4) the reproduction of the traditional scenes in combination 

with space and modern lifestyle. Through these local strategies, the tradition of Qijing Ritual Alliance has 

emerged into modern life and confirmed the local communities’ connection to the place. 
 

2. THE REPERCUSSION OF TRADITION IN PUTIAN PLAIN 
 

Putian studied in this research refers to the irrigated alluvial plain of Putian, Fujian, in southeast China. The 

irrigated Putian plain covers an area of about 464 square kilometers. It situates along the Xinghua Bay, to the 

east of Putian city. It could be seen as a reclaimed land organized alongside the irrigation system. By 2010, 

Putian Plain includes nine townships, with the majority of the population resides in 724 villages. The overall 

population of these villages surveyed was about 750,000. The population of most village is over 1000 people, 

some as high as 100001. With a long historical, economic, political, and cultural evolution that shaped the 

plain the relationship among the villages somehow presents regular patterns. For example, larger, locally 

dominant villages are often with a long history or powerful lineages. While smaller, dependent village are 

often with a shorter history, mixed surnames, a shorter history and few local celebrities in history. About two 

hundred villages are single surname villages. Most of the other villages had three or four surnames; some has 

up to fourteen surnames.  
 

The local tradition in Putian Plain was never fully disrepute during the past centuries. Stereotype 

understanding of early years of People’ Republic of China believes local cultural tradition disrupted and 

replaced by political mobilization by the Communist Party. In particular in cities and towns, China 

experienced political control, rapid economic transformation, and secularization since 1950s. Due to strict 

official policies regarding religious activity, most once active temples and ritual activities closed down or 

museumified. However, the situation was very different in the rural area. Village temples in various China 

practice mix and secular religious life, usually known as “popular religion”2, which not included into the five 

officially recognized religions of China (Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, Catholicism, and Protestantism). Many of 

village temples survived by transformed into other functional buildings such as schools, barns or even venue 

for political events. After 1980s, with the economic development across the country, a massive resurgence 

and re-invention of local ritual traditions took place. Thousands of temples rebuilt, local ritual traditions 

restored or even constantly reinvented accommodate to contemporary political discourse and villagers’ 

everyday life.  
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In the case of Putian, Dean and Zheng conducted a survey in 1990s-2010s of the population, principal 

lineages, temples and ritual celebrations and documented 724 villages gathered into 153 ritual alliances 

situated on this plain3 (see fig. 1). The Ritual Alliances refers to groups of villages which “perform regular 

common rituals, share a higher order village in the alliance, and organize annual (or longer temporal cycles) 

processions of the gods through each of the villages in the alliance”. The local term for this ritual alliance is 

qijing, literally “seven-fold alliance of ritual territories”.  The term jing means a ritual unit. It could designate to 

a single village or more.  Each ritual unit (jing) celebrate common rituals and processions at a collectively 

owned and managed main temple. The ritual alliances generally shaped from the 16th through the 18th 

century based on the irrigation cooperation among different lineages and villages. Over the centuries, the 

ritual alliances took on social responsibilities such as irrigation system maintenance, local displays of power in 

ritual events, local infrastructure (roads, bridges, and village sanitation), charity, education, and local defense.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1: Ritual Alliances in Nanyang District, Putian Plain. (Source: Self drawn by the author). 
 

 

They include village and ritual alliance celebration held during  yuanxiao (literally the Lantern Festival,  or the 

full moon of the first lunar month) throughout the first month of a Chinese lunar year (CLY), and other 

annual communal festivals shendan (literally, Gods’ birthday) celebrated communally occur throughout the 

year. Dean and Zheng documented a total number of about 4,200 regularly scheduled annual ritual events, 

over 360 per month 4 (see fig. 2). Monthly frequency as followed:  

o January (CLY)-“yuanxiao”: 1,642 ritual events;  

o February (CLY) -Gods’ Birthday: 444 ritual events; 
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o March (CLY) - Gods’ Birthday: 422 ritual events; 

o April (CLY) - Gods’ Birthday: 376 ritual events; 

o May (CLY) - Gods’ Birthday: 301 ritual events; 

o June (CLY) - Gods’ Birthday: 236 ritual events;  

o July (CLY) - Gods’ Birthday: 422 ritual events; 

o August (CLY) - Gods’ Birthday: 412 ritual events; 

o September (CLY) - Gods’ Birthday: 272 ritual events; 

o October (CLY) - Gods’ Birthday: 306 ritual events; 

o November (CLY) - Gods’ Birthday: 96 ritual events. 

o December (CLY) - Gods’ Birthday: 30 ritual events. 

 
Fig. 2: Frequency of Ritual Opera Performance in Nanyang District. (Source: Self drawn by the author). 
 

 

This frequency of ritual activity shows the ritual of popular religion in Putian Plain is an intensification of 

everyday life. Some villages could attend rituals over 250 days out of a year. This number does not include 

occasional rites or private worship that can be sponsored by individuals or communities at any time, at the 

over 2,500 temples of the 724 villages of the Putian plains. Yuanxiao celebration last through the first month 

of lunar year. All the gods are celebrated together. Major village in a qijing will celebrating closer to Yuanxiao 

Day (the Lantern Festival, January 15th of CLY) , while smaller villages scheduled in other days.  Yuanxiao is a 

compulsory event.  Every household should contribute to the event and have at least one male member 

participated in the procession. The birthdays of individual gods are celebrated in different temples throughout 

the year, sometimes go one for several days. As the alliances are organized with hierarchy. Higher order 



IASTE Working Paper Series   s Volume 321 
   

 

45 
 

temples are called zumiao (literally, home temple). During the celebration, the gods of the home temples are 

borrowed by smaller temples and touring around in processions around the villages to receive the worship 

and sacrifice from villagers. 
 

3. EVERYDAY RITUAL IN THE ERA OF URBANIZATION: A CASE OF JINDUN QIJING  
 

The Jindun Qijing locates alongside the Shagouyang main channel of the Mulan irrigation system. By 2000s, the 

area includes eight natural villages (or jiaoluo “corners”): Xiadun, Quqiao, Dongling, Tangbian, Dubian, Xiangkou, 

Houting and Zhenwei (see fig. 3) . The population of Jindun Qijing was around 7000 people by the end of 2000s, 

consisting of two main surname groups, Chen from Henan Province and Fu from Shandong Province. Both 

surname group claimed to immigrate to Putian Plain in Ming Dynasty, over 400 years ago. Both Surname 

built its own ancestral hall to worship their ancestor and organize lineage events. They are Yinchuan Chen 

Family Temple for Chen, and Shangde Ci in Xiadun Village for Fu.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3: Temples in Jindun Qijing. (Source: Self drawn by the author). 
 

 

There are 18 local temples distributed in eight jiaoluo. These temples belonged to a general network of ritual 

alliance. The Overall Temple (zonggong) is Gonglin Zushe and its associated Chongfu Yuan, both located in 

Dongling village. It is also the founding she temple of villages of Jindun, Yangwei, and Xidong. The building 

first built in 1567, and then was rebuilt in 1753, 1892 and 19835. The main gods in Gonglin Zushe are Zunzhu 

Mingwang, Houtu furen and Wutan Liesheng. There are also several secondary gods, such as Guanyin dashi, Sima 

shengwang, Cigan xianfei, Dutian yuanshuai, Wuhu jialuo, Taiyi xiangu, Tianshang shengmu, Jixiang dajiang and Zhongjun. 

Notably, these gods and ritual practices have very diverse and hybrid sources, which known as “popular 

religion”. In the Putian area, there are over 1000 gods worshipped, over half are local deities. They include a 

wide range of deified historical figures, nature deities, as well as gods absorbed from popular myth, legend 

and fiction, even many Buddhist gods, Daoist deities and immortals, or Confucian sages.  
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Around a Chinese year, there are in total 46 ritual events taking place in Jindun Qijing. These events are of two 

categories, one is the grand Yuanxiao (Chinese Luner New Year) Procession in the first month of Chinese 

calendar, the other is the birthday celebration of various gods, which happens around the year.  Detailed 

Ritual arrangement of yuanxiao and God’s birthday shown in Figure 4 (see fig. 4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4: Yuanxiao Procession Organization in Jindun qijing. (Source: Self drawn by the author). 
 

 

The typical ritual event elements6 of celebration documented as follows:  
 

1) Procession: a lantern long (literally, dragon) carried by male villagers start out from the village temples and 

tracing the boundaries of their jing on foot. Usually, each household should have one male to participate in 

the procession and carrying a bench of about 1.5 meter installed with lanterns. Benches are connected with 

others at both ends and form a “dragon” of lanterns for a few miles long.  The long visits to each household in 

the village and received its worshipper’s sacrifices such as food offerings, incense, and fireworks. 
 

2) Rites performed of the god: ritual specialists will perform rites showing the presence of the god in the 

square in front of the temple, accompanied with operas performed on stages facing the temple. Individual 

worshippers, mostly female, are bearing offerings, burning incense and spirit money, and setting off 

firecrackers during the rite performance.  
 

3) competing performances by worshippers: before and after the god’s rite, various group of worshippers put 

on a competition of their own performance to entertain the audiences as well as the gods, which could be 

marionettes, puppets, marching bands, disco dancers or even popular singers, etc. 
 

Such ritual events are more than religious activities but in fact the performance of local power among each 

jing. The staging of a festival is the performance of local power. To organize such activities requires 
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organizing performance order and form, preparing costumes, decorating of altars, etc. and most importantly, 

gathering funds from villagers. It embodies social or religious values and works as a important mechanism to 

solve social conflicts among the members of ritual alliances. 
 

4. RITUAL ALLIANCE AND LOCAL SOCIETY MANAGEMENT 
 

The ritual alliances of the Putian plains should be understood in sociological, historical, and cultural 

perspectives, rather than merely in religious perspective. They are the medium to carry down cultural 

resilience through different political and economic era.  It is important to emphasis that these rituals are 

communal village celebrations rather than individual events, which means they mobilize a large proportion or 

even the entire village community. Each household and each village member has a part to play in these rituals. 

It became a certificate or proof of the right in the community. Organizers of each qijing and each year are 

different. They constantly compete on the amount of gathering and celebration event with neighboring 

villages and alliances. For example, by contribute substantial amount of fireworks, operas, food sacrifices, 

customs and performances, individuals could display their wealth to the community and gain supports and 

respect in future life. By processing the boundary of jing territory with a lantern bench dragon of a few miles 

length, villages put on a show of bravado to stake a claim over territory to its neighboring alliances, etc.  
 

These ritual events are organized by local communities, through the leaders of village temples, without 

involvement or interfere from local governments. However, they also creatively adapting state institutions and 

ideas into the practices.  Often involved spirit medium or spiritwriting of the god, leaders of village temples 

and ritual specialists constantly creating ritual practices mixed with local cults, state regulations and 

contemporary life style. Sometimes the village temple leaders or committee members could even be retired 

officials who familiar with the state policies. In a way, these temple committees could be understood as a 

non-government or even “a second government” 1to local communities, which responding more rapidly and 

effectively to local needs than the local government.  
 

The ritual alliances’ function of local self-management that can be traced over time. Zheng points out the rise 

of regional ritual alliances may be the result of “ecological feedback” from the collective cooperation to form 

“irrigation-communities” in Putian Plain since around five centuries ago7. The network constantly spreading 

to the whole region in the following centuries and gradually evolving into a local autonomy non-government 

institution. Besides the celebrations, the temples also function as community centers under different political 

and era. It includes schooling children for the imperial examination system by early 20th century, mobilizing 

villagers in the land reform movement, the collectivization of farms, the development of communes, and the 
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Cultural Revolution in Communist China Period, providing places for elderly gathering, childcare, even for 

nucleic acid testing during the pandemic period. 
 

5. CONCLUSION：CULTURAL LANDSCAPE AND THE RESILIENCE OF TRADITION 
 

The evolving ritual alliances have been an important factor in social organization in Putian Plain historically, 

and they continue to play a crucial role in this area in contemporary China. They function across time as 

community management venue and tools of everyday life. It is a result of the development of a multi-layered 

syncretic ritual field. To explore and understand how culture as a tool. Everyday politics. Some clues of such 

institutions also be observed in some other cities of Fujian, Zhejiang, Guangdong, Hainan and Taiwan8, 

although somehow damaged by modernization during the past decades9. While in Putian, these temples are 

continuingly negotiate the forces of capitalism and nationalism and managed to preserve a vibrant space for 

the celebration of local cultural difference10. 
 

Inevitably, urbanization and urban renewal since 1980s have eliminated a large number of traditional 

architecture, not only by the developers or government, but also by the villagers who wants to upgrade their 

life quality themselves. The new concrete apartment blocks replace vernacular houses built of brick and broad 

high-way and railway tracks cut through the center of traditional settlements. However, temples are often the 

last buildings left standing in a bulldozed village. With the backer of gods, temple leaders drew out 

negotiations over compensation and new sites for the temples if they have to be tear down. In the case of 

Kuokou village, six temples of the village were moved and built in a row in between banks of apartment 

buildings. In the Yanshou Weir area, eight temples were moved up the mountainside, arrayed in a row. In the 

Nanmen village, newly rebuilt temples stand in between apartment blocks (see fig. 5).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5: Xialin Residential. (Source: Photographed by the author). 
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The ritual alliances in Putian managed to survive the challenge of urbanization and present a repercussion of 

local tradition, by constantly recreate itself and bringing in contemporary discourse. Nowadays in the urban 

and rural areas of Putian could still easily find evidence of local collective experimentation with new ritual 

traditions. Although originally based on indigenous myths and legends, they are all inventive adaptations of 

state ritual forms and ideas. 
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RESEARCH ON THE DECAY MECHANISM AND PROTECTION AND RENEWAL OF 

GERMAN-LEASING-PERIOD INDUSTRIAL RESIDENTIAL HERITAGE IN QINGDAO 
 

w w w 
 

The German-leasing-period industrial settlements in Qingdao have strong German style and heritage value. There are some 
problems, such as deterioration of living environment, ownership of property rights and loss of regional economy. Therefore, the 
heritage of industrial residential areas is gradually marginalized with the development of social economy, and the structural change 
of residents in residential areas leads to social decline. In the process of urban renewal dominated by old city reconstruction, we 
should establish a heritage protection policy system by constructing diversified protection subjects. We can also build community 
commercial complexes and innovate industrial utilization methods. The aim is to realize the positive interaction between heritage 
protection and urban development in industrial residential areas. 
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 

Qingdao's industrial settlements emerged along with the development of the city, with a colonial color. Soon 

after the German colonists occupied Qingdao, they carried out geological exploration and found that the 

terrain of Qingdao was mostly rolling hills. It is very prone to waterlogging, not conducive to the construction 

and development of the city. The Germans know that only development tailored to local conditions can 

minimize environmental damage and reduce costs. In the urban planning, the topographic features are fully 

considered. Buildings generally avoid the top of the hill, and the streets meander along the hill, creating 

interesting views1. As a military base of Germany in the Far East, Qingdao has formed an industrial 

development model based on ports and railways. With the rise of shipyard, wharf, machinery manufacturing, 

textile, beer and other industrial types (Fig. 1), laid the development mode of Qingdao urban form. Founded 

in 1900, Sifang Locomotive Works is one of the main bases of China's locomotive manufacturing industry, 

known as the cradle of China's locomotive industry. Founded in 1903 in the German concession, Tsingtao 

Brewery is still the largest brewery in China. At the same time, a large number of workers' houses appeared. 

Taitung Town, though cramped, does well in terms of sanitation. This is due to planning when the control 

spacing is equal, rectangular cut shape and scientific management. In addition to Taitung town, Sifang, 

Cangkou and other places also appeared a large number of industrial workers' settlements. 
 

It is clearly stated in the Charter of Nizhny Tagil that places of social activities related to industry, including 

housing, are also industrial heritage. Their value should be recognized and protected through appropriate 

means. Compared with the widely concerned heritage types such as old factories and old warehouses, this 

part of the heritage also faces the development pressure of urban renewal, and it is urgent to carry out 

relevant research23. 
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Fig. 1: Typical factory distribution map of Qingdao during the German Lease Period. (Source: Qingdao Archives). 
 

 

2. EVOLUTION MECHANISM OF INDUSTRIAL RESIDENTIAL CONSTRUCTION 
 

With the industry brought by colonialism, the worker's residence is mostly born, and the types include 

independent residence, dormitory and collective residence. Workers' settlements in early China, such as 

Caojiadu Industrial Zone in Shanghai and Kaiping Coal Mine Industrial Zone in Tangshan, were often built 

together with factories without planning, just to meet the most basic housing needs. At that time, workers' 

dormitories in China were generally very shabby, with few remaining or scattered in poor conditions in slums. 

However, as one of the few developed colonial cities at that time, Qingdao built a certain number of workers' 

houses. Such as the silk reeling workers' houses built by German builders for the Chinese and the apprentice 

workers' houses built by the Governor's shipyard. The workers' residences of the "Dehua Silk Reeling 

Factory" (established from 1902 to 1903) are furnished barracks style dormitories. Each camp housed 100 

people, who were responsible for the hygiene and order of their owner-occupied dormitories under the 

supervision of Chinese male and female housemates (Fig. 2). Separate houses were built for married 

labourers, surrounded by a small garden and plowed land. In order to meet the planning requirements of 

Qingdao, the appearance of the shipyard apprentice residential area is completely plain German style 

architecture, but in the housing space, the way of Chinese yard is used (Fig. 3). By observing the living 

conditions of Chinese people, the urban construction authorities realized that Chinese houses need to be 

enclosed in courtyards, and the courtyards are still private, and outsiders are not allowed to enter them at will. 

The residential area is divided into "26 individual courtyards", which gives the Chinese apprentices the feeling 
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of living in a courtyard house. Each Siheyuan houses about 12 people, which is similar to the average 

population of Chinese Siheyuan, and is well received. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Fig. 2: Workers' Residence of Qingdao Silk Reeling Factory. (Source: Urban Planning and Construction of Modern 
Qingdao). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3: Qingdao Governor Shipyard Apprentice Dormitory. (Source: Urban Planning and Construction of Modern 
Qingdao). 
 

 

German style is the most preserved and complete architectural style in Qingdao's modern industrial 

architectural heritage. German Rent period is the most typical of the new Roman style of architecture. In 

addition, there are corridor style, classical revival form and youth style style. Its main performance is in 

cornice, colonnade, door window, tower, housetop, mountain flower and stone material detail processing go 

up. The German brewery factory fully demonstrates the traditional style of Germany, granite wall base, red 

brick wall body, wall details by brick bars into a regular pattern, cornice wood frame fine workmanship. The 

overall building color contrast is strong, can feel the simple and solemn industrial sense. The folk buildings in 

Qingdao are generally of civil masonry structure. The stone comes from local specialties and is mostly used 

for building foundations and bases. Brick from earth kiln, mainly blue brick. The wood comes from the 

mountain ash, tung or aspen, and is used to make the roof frame. The roof frame is covered with sorghum 

stalks, on which wheat stalks are placed, and finally the tiles are covered. Generally three to five buildings, the 

roof is mostly "herringbone" double slope roof, there is also a simpler slope form, commonly known as 
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"Taoist hat". These houses are simple in structure, low in investment and fast in completion. Therefore, some 

modern factories, especially national enterprises in their early pioneering period, due to the limitations of 

capital and scale, also often choose this form. The Sifang Railway plant, for example, uses earth, wood, brick, 

stone, steel and other structural forms, reflecting the advanced construction technology at that time. It 

reflects the gradual process from collision to integration of Chinese and German architectural culture during 

the German Lease period. 
 

The traditional Chinese culture also influenced the German colonists. Since ancient times, China has been 

particularly careful about the location of buildings, which has given rise to the term "feng shui". Surrounded 

by mountains and water, the unity of nature and man is regarded as a lucky house. This feng shui culture 

influenced the location of important buildings in Qing Dynasty. In terms of workers' housing, in order to 

minimize the interference to the surrounding residents, most of them are far away from the urban or 

residential areas. At the same time, the treatment of roof structure in traditional Chinese architecture has 

gradually been reflected in German architecture. In addition, the construction of German-style architecture 

involved the participation of Chinese craftsmen, so the detailed structure of German-style architecture in this 

period reflected many elements of traditional Chinese architectural culture. In addition to the construction 

materials and structure of the former is more exquisite and detailed, some also use brackets. Due to its 

exquisite "unpracticability", such buildings are generally not used as production buildings and storage 

buildings, but as civil buildings in factories, especially for leisure and entertainment buildings. A typical 

representative of this kind of building is the tea-house in the accommodation area of Chinese workers in the 

Sixth National Cotton Factory. Some workers also live in the courtyard. As the product of the combination 

of Chinese traditional architectural space and German architectural structure, the courtyard architecture is 

mostly two-storey or three-storey. The first floor is occupied by merchants, and the second floor and above 

are people's living places. This kind of building structure can not only save the cost of buying a house and 

land, but also facilitate the businessmen to open the door in time to receive customers. At that time, workers' 

houses were divided, and German workers and Chinese workers did not live together, so ethnic differences 

were reflected in the housing types. The workers' housing in the brewery was still evident when it was 

expanded during the Japanese occupation (Table 1). However, with the prominent importance of Chinese 

workers, from the silk reeling factory workers' residence modeled on the "rental camp" in Berlin, Germany to 

the shipyard apprentice residence with full functions, it also reflects the subject transformation to adapt to the 

living needs and habits of Chinese people. 
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RESIDENCE TYPE EMPLOYEE HOUSING THE WORKER 

HOUSING 

CHINESE WORKERS 

HOUSING 

FUNCTIONAL 

CONFIGURATION 

The Japanese-style residence is 

preserved with high 

independence and provides a 

variety of Spaces besides living 

Keep original ways of 

living 

Ensure basic living 

conditions 

Table 1: Type of workers' residence at Tsingtao Brewery. 
 

 

3. DECAY MECHANISM 
 

After more than half a century of loss, the functional quality of industrial settlements in the German Lease 

period has been seriously deteriorated and aging. Due to the unique living form of industrial residential area, 

the privacy is poor, and the housing design has no balcony and living room, which makes the performance of 

the household open space of the residential area poor. And housing property rights generally belong to the 

unit or housing administration, residents can not buy out the house, only enjoy the right of residence, there is 

a big problem in management. With the development of the economy, the industrial settlements of the 

German Rent period have now been transformed into urban centers. The neighborhood has complete 

supporting facilities and convenient transportation. The superior location is the advantage and challenge of 

industrial settlements. Modern high-rise buildings, commercial shops and modern residential areas have 

sprung up in the surrounding areas, while historical industrial residential areas have encountered the 

contradiction of regional price comparison economy4. Due to the abrupt change of land value driven by the 

adjustment of urban economic structure, the conflict between man and land in the process of renewal and 

change of residential areas is formed. In addition, the loss of regional economy made the industrial residential 

areas in the German Rent period become the vulnerable group in the construction5,6. 
 

Residential economic structure drives the differentiation of residential space. From the perspective of urban 

sociology, different purchasing power leads to different housing choices and demands of different income 

groups. The industrial settlements in the German Rent period are now mainly inhabited by middle-aged and 

elderly people. Low-income residents are unable to afford the cost of housing improvement and have to 

choose to stay in the old houses with low living costs. Affluent families gradually move out to more modern 

and high-quality residential areas. The family economic structure drove the living space differentiation of 

industrial settlements in the German-rent period to become more and more intense, which seriously hindered 

the community style and public security. The loss of residents' social capital is particularly obvious and 

increasingly prominent in historical industrial settlements. During the German-Rent period, the residents in 

industrial residential areas generally lived for a long time, and the population mobility in residential areas was 
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not high, so the residential status remained relatively stable. This stable state is the appearance of implicit 

diffusion of the original social capital of residents, indicating that the social network tends to fade away. The 

shrinking social network of residents in residential areas reduces their ability to obtain information and 

interpersonal Bridges, and their social resources are gradually at a disadvantage in urban competition. 
 

4. METHODS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR PROTECTING UPDATES  
 

(1) Construct diversified protection subject, break through the closed effect of single subject 

The protection of industrial residential areas is essentially related to the composition of interest subjects and 

interest demands of residential areas. According to the relationship of property rights, the protection of 

industrial residential areas should be introduced into the circle of interests, including: the core interest circle 

(private right subject and public right subject); Main interest circle (managers) and indirect interest circle 

(supervisors). These interest subjects have both common interests and differences in heritage. The 

government, as the subject of public power, is responsible for protecting the authenticity and integrity of the 

heritage. The subject of private right is responsible for the daily maintenance of the heritage under the 

constraints of the law, and at the same time shares the economic and social benefits brought by the 

development of the heritage, so as to increase the power of heritage protection. Managers attach great 

importance to economic benefits, and show the coordination of economic rationality and social rationality 

under various constraints. Indirect stakeholders pay the most attention to the protection and inheritance of 

cultural values in the process of heritage reuse. By means of public opinion supervision and participation in 

planning, they promote the benign development of industrial community protection in the interest game7. 
 

(2) Formulate supporting policies for the renewal of old buildings to improve the adaptive utilization rate of 

heritage 

The protection of industrial residential areas needs more supporting policies and systems that are conducive 

to the transformation of heritage cultural value into economic value. The government should take the 

initiative to improve relevant policies, establish a special fund system, public trust system, etc., to provide 

housing maintenance funds for residents in the community. At the same time, we should accelerate the 

formulation of fiscal and tax incentive and compensation policies for the transformation of industrial 

communities, improve the enthusiasm of social capital to enter the reuse industry, and improve the reuse rate 

of old buildings in industrial residential areas. It is necessary to avoid the lock-in effect that only a few 

buildings are retained for museum display and most buildings are absorbed by the real estate industry, so as to 

realize the organic renewal of industrial areas8,9. 
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(3) To build appropriate community commercial complex and revitalize regional neighborhood center 

Both the Nairobi Recommendations and the Washington Charter regard the protection of the historic 

environment as an important part of urban development strategies. With the development of the theory of 

building recycling, the revival movement of urban decaying areas with building reuse as the core has been 

widely carried out. On the basis of grading the value of industrial heritage community buildings, some old 

buildings do not have cultural heritage value and do not need to protect the authenticity, but they are of good 

quality and have a certain industrial cultural image. It should be reasonably planned, transformed and 

updated, and built into a commercial complex with the goal of serving community residents, and diversified 

business forms should be introduced. At the same time, through the control of scale, it provides economic 

feasibility for workers and indigenous groups to become small and medium-sized owners, and realizes the 

reconstruction and revival of regional neighborhood centers through a market-oriented mechanism. 
 

(4) Correctly understand the economic attribute of heritage, innovation industrialization protection path 

The primary work of heritage protection is the value judgment. The interpretation and recognition of heritage 

value actually determine all the action directions of conservation practice. Cultural attribute is the intrinsic 

value of heritage, including historical, social and cultural values. In addition to cultural attributes, heritage also 

has economic attributes. It is the derivative value of cultural attributes and the means and ways for the 

continuation of cultural attributes. The economic value of industrial heritage includes explicit value, that is, 

the main structure capital saved by reconstruction and the initial investment of developers such as demolition 

and civil construction costs. And the implicit value, that is, the positive comprehensive effect of the 

transformation of city image and the reconstruction of new city landmarks10. 
 

5. CONCLUSION 
 

The industrial settlements in Qingdao during the German-lease period have negative lock-in effects, such as 

single protection subject, lack of protection funds, pattern of recycling approaches, backward construction of 

recycling fiscal and tax policies, and lack of sustainable development power. With the urban expansion, the 

industrial settlements in the German Rental period gradually developed into the central urban area. In the 

process of rapid urbanization dominated by the transformation of old cities, heritage protection faces huge 

risk factors and development pressure when it compets with capital. Since the anti-industrialization wave in 

the 1950s, western society has initiated the industrialization protection mode based on the economic value of 

heritage through a lot of practice and exploration in the field of industrial heritage protection. This mode of 

combining protection and utilization breaks through the disadvantage of static protection and is conducive to 

the overall protection of heritage and the inheritance of the context of the old industrial city where the 

heritage is located. This dynamic conservation model is also effective for large, centrally located industrial 
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heritage settlements. Based on this understanding, the economic value of industrial heritage should be 

explored vigorously in the process of systematic evolution of industrial heritage community protection. 

Heritage protection should be placed under the framework of community rejuvenation and industrial 

upgrading, and a conservation path for the coordinated development of industrial heritage communities and 

old industrial cities should be sought. 
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