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ABSTRACT: The Chinese government now considers the conservation and reuse of cultural heritage important
in revitalising the countryside and narrowing the gap between urban and rural development. We highlight
the development of a “new gentry” concept, arguing that in this process the government has appropriated
and transformed the concept of “gentry” from the traditional Chinese farming society of the imperial
period. Heritage conservation allows the new gentry group to act as official agents to reinforce grassroots
management and establish an elitist and capital-oriented authorised heritage discourse while erasing the class
narrative. We propose that this is not equivalent to a general “gentrification” process, but is a policy tacitly

supported by officials with a clear agenda.
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Introduction

Rural revitalisation has been formulated as a national strategy in China
in recent years, and under extensive experimental discussion aims to
achieve balanced development between rural areas and cities in the
context of rapid urbanisation and continuous decline of rural areas.

The redevelopment or reuse of cultural heritage sites in rural areas
has become a potentially viable strategy for rural revitalisation lately,
and is consistent with UNESCO's principles for the sustainable
development of cultural heritage." With the redevelopment of
cultural heritage and revitalisation of traditional culture, professional
and official voices in China have increasingly reintroduced the
concept of a particular group, “gentry” (xiangshen %54 or xiangxian
#FE), in anticipation of its role in rural development, tracing back to
the imperial period (Wittfogel 1955: 404-5; Zhang Z. 1955; Watson
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1982). The rationale for this concept stems from the significant role
of local gentry groups and elites in rural areas’ regional autonomy
— conservative traditional small-scale farming economy, Confucian
culture, and ideological norms — a “harmony” (hexie F1&#) status
governed and led by local elites (Fei 1992). In the current social
and economic context, the reestablishment of the notion of gentry
in the countryside is accompanied by the systematic restoration
of traditional buildings, establishment of private estates, inflow of
capital, and intervention of elite groups and organisations. As this
phenomenon occurs in contemporary society, we hereby refer to this
particular group as the “new gentry.”

1. UNESCO, “Policy for the Integration of a Sustainable Development Perspective
into the Processes of the World Heritage Convention,” https://whc.unesco.org/en/
compendium/55 (accessed on 26 April 2024).
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We selected Xixinan Village (Anhui Province) as a case study,
focusing on the antinomy of the discourse in the process of shaping
the new gentry group. We aim to interpret and answer the following
questions: (1) How does the elitism of the gentry management
system achieve legitimacy in the modern socialist society and how
does it operate? (2) In the context of continuous privatisation and
class differentiation in rural areas (Zhang Q. 2015: 343-4), how does
the reuse of heritage echo the official discourse on the overall social
transformation of contemporary China, and what potential risks and
controversies does it entail?

We argue that curating the new gentry notion reflects a legitimisation
of large-scale entry of private capital into rural areas and the
privatisation of rural land and other assets. This process has received
considerable support and acquiescence from local governments, and
through it, the discourse on power and privileges among elite groups is
gradually constructed. The restoration and redistribution of traditional
buildings and heritage sites have been used to attract investors (Cooke
2018: 44). By doing so, it consolidated a local management structure
of elites, landlords, and local bureaucrats in historically rural areas,
brought urgently needed funds to rural governments, promoted the
overall vitality of economic development, beautified the environment,
and generated employment. This has effectively promoted community
participation and enthusiasm for the reuse of historical areas and
heritage sites (Hodges and Watson 2000). In addition, by extracting the
concept of “harmony” from traditional culture, the official discourse
can be effectively passed through the “traditional culture revival”
(chuancheng hongyang Zhonghua youxiu chuantong wenhua 1827
SMEFRIEEFEFX) movement, in that way joining with various
stakeholders in accelerating the reutilisation of cultural heritage.
According to Herzfeld (2016: 11-8), this avoids public opinion
controversies and promotes acceptance among original residents of the
interventions by incoming elites. This topic requires critical theoretical
thinking from a broader scope instead of being limited to ontological
heritage research (Waterton and Watson 2013: 547). Therefore, we
analyse concepts and theories from the dual perspectives of heritage
and policy research — in combination with a case study - to interpret
the importance and contradiction inherent in the new gentry notion and
relevant groups in heritage development.

Literature review

The management system in imperial Chinese rural areas relied
to a considerable extent on the local gentry who had the rights and
responsibilities of managing relevant affairs. They had official authority
as residents” spokespeople and advisors to the local government and
might receive various economic, honour, taxation, and legal privileges
(Fei 1992). This reciprocal system, also endorsed by Confucianism,
was centred on ethics and lineage since the Song and Yuan dynasties
(McDermott 2013: 25-32). The gentry group therefore had a stabilised
position with flexibility and variation in terms of occupation rather than
being merely landlords or bureaucrats (Esherick and Backus Rankin
1990: 13-9). This was maintained through education, etiquette, and
custom, rather than laws and violence (Fei 1953; Watson 1982: 601-
6). This system had a far-reaching influence, even after the collapse
of imperial society, until the early twentieth century. However, the
gentry’s influence over local affairs also had the potential to facilitate
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opposition to the government, for example in the late Ming (Miller
2008). Thus, the power between the government and the local gentry
was counterbalanced (Yang 2018).

After 1949, the Chinese Communist Party launched the Land Reform
Movement, which eliminated the traditional gentry class and redistributed
land to peasants (Fairbank and MacFarquhar 1987: 85-7). However,
industrialisation redistributed privileged status to the urban minority,
including the elites, while the rural majority was responsible for
providing raw materials for capital accumulation through industrial
processes in urban areas (Shue 1980; Davis 2000). Despite these
changes, “class differentiation” was not eliminated. Current research
on the gentry ends abruptly after the establishment of the People’s
Republic of China, and there is a lack of clear investigation into
whether this group has disappeared or undergone transformation.

Since 2010, domestic Chinese academia has renewed its
concern regarding the gentry in reference to rural development.
Some introduced the notion of the new gentry, which initiated the
cultivation of an elite group for rural governance (Zhang and Zhang
2014; Xiao and Ma 2018), and claimed that the imperial period
experience could be refined and applied directly to promoting
contemporary local autonomy (Cao and Zhang 2017). The new
gentry have also been declared the essential executors and leaders
in the rural revitalisation strategy from the national to local level.”
In their study on gentrification in Hong Kong, Ley and Teo (2014)
found that the terms “becoming rural gentry” (xiangshen hua #8#%
1) or “the gentry in the villages/countryside” (xiangshen #8%#) were
rarely used by the medias. This emerging logic and its correlation
with multisubject discourse require further investigation.

Although this article uses the term new gentry to describe the
phenomenon of the emergence of new rural groups, it differs from
gentrification. Rural gentrification in Western countries usually
involves leisure consumption and entertainment activities by high-
paying urbanites in rural areas (Bessiere 1998; Nelson and Nelson
2011). It is also described as a form of “amenity migration” (Alonso
Gonzalez 2017). However, as Ghertner (2015) submits, much
research treats gentrification as the process by which private property
becomes the dominant form of ownership without considering
specific conditions. Ley and Teo (2020) caution against defining or
taking sides on gentrification issues. Besides, the relevance of the term
gentrification is questionable in many non-Western regions (Ley and
Teo 2014). Rural gentrification has led to significant changes including
informal behaviour and land systems in rural areas (Zhao 2019) and
the redevelopment of historical areas (Zhu and Gonzélez Martinez
2022), thus attracting research attention (Zhang et al. 2022). It may
not harm local villagers, but allows coexistence with outsiders (Chen,
Zhang, and Wang 2024). Although this study focuses on discursive
construction, the research is related to rural gentrification, and given
that the term new gentry has been coined to describe it, it is necessary
to clarify the specific causes of the emergence of this group.

2. Yin Jie F4E, "FHE NG, (Xin xiangxian (cishuo lianghui), New gentry (words
from the two sessions)), People.cn (AR, 16 March 2016, http://lianghui.people.
com.cn/2016npc/BIG5/n1/2016/0316/c402194-28201941.html (accessed on 22 May
2024); “FHBERBIIREEZE J)E” (Xin xiangxian shi xiangcun zhenxing zhongyao
liliang, New gentry is an important force in rural revitalisation), Xinhua.com (FhE
#9), 23 November 2021, www.news.cn/comments/2021-11/23/c_1128089817.htm
(accessed on 16 February 2023).
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Research context and method

This study is based on theoretical and practical discourse analysis.
The village of Xixinan, which is located in Huangshan City, Anhui
Province, and is within a three-hour drive from both Shanghai
and Hangzhou, was selected as a case study. Xixinan is one of
the richest areas in Huizhou District, itself known for its so-called
Hui-style (huipai k) villages and architecture. In the Ming and
Qing dynasties, Xixinan was home to numerous wealthy Huizhou
merchants and celebrities. Today, it features a lot of vernacular
historical remains, including buildings and cultural landscapes, and
is considered a typical Hui-style village in eastern China (Lu, Chen,
and Fu 2022). Urbanisation has caused a drastic economic decline
in the village, threatening its historical heritage and inhibiting
development. Nevertheless, the investment and intervention of
new immigrants (xin yimin ##% ) (Chen and Kong 2021: 694) —
represented by the new gentry — have drastically changed the overall
situation.

Figure 1. Public pavilion and water canal in the centre of Xixinan
Village, July 2021. This is a classical scene of a Hui-style village in
eastern China, characterised by an abundance of water and a quiet,
cosy ambience
B

Credit: authors.

We conducted several field investigations and interviews from
the Spring Festival of 2020 to March 2022. To access reliable data
and first-hand information, our sources included official documents,
manuscripts, news reports, propaganda materials, and interviews
with residents and stakeholders. We applied a non-participatory
observation approach to the research fieldwork. We selected 14
people from different backgrounds and professional sectors for semi-
structured and open-ended interviews; some were interviewed
multiple time to ensure clarity. The interviewees were divided into
four main categories according to their status: A (local farmers), B
(new gentry, including migrants and investors), C (local officials and
scholars), and D (local NGO members and cultural enthusiasts). All
names were replaced with codes to ensure anonymity. The interviews
aimed at soliciting the opinions of subjects from diverse identities,
positions, and interests, and demonstrating varied perceptions and
attitudes towards the influence of new gentry groups in the context of
a broader rural revitalisation.
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The shape of new gentry discourse

Revitalise the countryside: The introduction of a
modern gentry-oriented system

Since the implementation of China’s reform and opening up policy,
the income and development gaps between rural and urban areas
have been continuously expanding. The urban-rural inequality ratio
has become the most important factor in the intensification of income
inequality in China (Jain-Chandra et al. 2018); inequality in rural
areas is higher than that in cities. Urbanisation and increasing urban-
rural inequality have led to an influx of rural populations into cities.
While this provides “blood transfusions” for cities, this labour force
from rural areas is facing serious exploitation and is restricted by the
household registration (hukou P H) system (Gu and Shen 2003). The
prevailing situation in contemporary rural areas is that, after decades
of population loss, they no longer have effective and sustainable
self-productive capabilities. More importantly, the government did
not permit rural real estate transactions, hindering rural property
appreciation compared to that of urban areas (Li and Fan 2020: 3).
As a result, rural areas face a shortage of young workers and funds.
Remittances, rather than wages, from cities to rural areas are essential
for the livelihood of rural residents.” The background of class and
urban-rural differentiation, and rural economic decline with the lack
of younger workforce lay the foundation for the introduction of the
new gentry notion.

Since the start of the “Construction of a New Socialist Countryside”
(shehui zhuyi xin nongcun jianshe 1t & % 1R E:%) movement
in 2005, the state aimed to enhance a “civilised lifestyle,” ensuring a
tidy environment and democratic administration in the countryside
(Thegersen 2009: 10). Additionally, under the guidance of “economy
first,” the central government partially granted power at the local
level to entrusting entrepreneurs, businessmen, and other influential
groups to provide advice on local development, while protecting
their commercial rights to enhance the local economy. They were
given investment and construction privileges through which they
could “repay society” and “honour the family.”

In 2006, a media article reported that the “mobilisation meeting
for building a new socialist countryside” was held in the county-
level city of Hejin, Shanxi Province. The parking lot in front of the
venue was filled with more than 500 luxury cars. These vehicles
that symbolised wealth belonged to rich village officials in Hejin
City. Ren Dianmin, a 37-year-old multimillionaire who served as the
head of Renjiayao Village, was one of them. He said, “I have already
done infrastructure construction like road hardening, without state
investment, for the village, and the quality is higher than the official
standard.”

3. Jim Yardley, “In a Tidal Wave, China’s Masses Pour from Farm to City,” The New York
Times, 12 September 2004, https://www.nytimes.com/2004/09/12/weekinreview/in-a-
tidal-wave-chinas-masses-pour-from-farm-to-city.html (accessed on 14 August 2022).

4. Jiang Mingzhuo BFA(E, “E S B EFEHAIE" (Fuhao cunguan de xin xiangshen
zhili, The new gentry governance of wealthy village officials), 21 shiji jingji baodao
QIHALEERE), 21 March 2006, https//finance.sina.cn/sa/2006-03-21/detail-
ikknscsi3 191005.d.html (accessed on 26 April 2024).
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This media article reveals a trend of wealthy groups intervening
in rural development. New gentry has indeed become a model
for local management guided by elite groups, such as the wealthy,
entrepreneurs, and highly educated officials and scholars. Their
identity is symbolic (Cai et al. 2021: 56), as they are recognised by
locals as high-wage professionals with higher political status and
prestige. This aligns with the emergence of an upper-middle class,
which is likely to spend revenue on creative products and services,
seeking alternative country life in rural areas.” The emergence of
the upper-middle class provides the prerequisites for extensive rural
gentrification. The driving factors include amenity migration (Tan
and Zhou 2022), increased average rent through tourism (Cai et
al. 2021; Wang and Su 2021), and deliberate intervention by the
authorities for commodification profits (Zhang and Wang 2017). This
process is widely associated with nostalgia and idealism (Nelson and
Hines 2018) and reconstruction of the identity system of the rural
community (Rao 2020). It is also closely integrated with the official
cultural revival strategy through the rural revitalisation policy.®

Moreover, although selected traditional concepts and measures
have been borrowed, the new gentry notion — based on the
contemporary economy and social administrative system — is
significantly different from the old circumstances based on the small-
scale farming economy hundreds of years ago. President Xi Jinping
affirmed rural revitalisation by elites when he inspected Guangdong
Province in 2018 and pointed out that:

Rural revitalisation also requires a vigorous, fresh force. We
must let the elites come to the rural stage and do what they
can, and let farmers and entrepreneurs grow and develop in
the countryside. Both urbanisation and counter-urbanisation
should develop synchronously.”

Revival of traditional culture in the authorised harmony
heritage discourse

In the context of the transformation of contemporary Chinese
society, comprehending the use of Chinese heritage without
understanding the relevant ideology is impossible (Madsen 2014).
Retrieving moral and cultural ideals from Confucianism to revive
the countryside and alleviate rural-urban tensions began as early as
the 1930s, as attempted in an experiment by Liang Shuming 2%
B (Wu and Tong 2009). In the 1980s, cultural revival was evident
in movements such as the New Confucianism (Makeham 2003;
Oldstone-Moore 2003). Since the 1990s, the state has promoted
Confucianism in education, which has become the core spiritual
content of contemporary Chinese culture, as demonstrated by
Confucius Institutes around the world or in the 2010 Shanghai World
Expo (Hubbert 2016). “Useful values” were extracted from a rich
database of Chinese Confucianism and applied to contemporary
contexts (Hwang 2006, 2012). Meanwhile, the rapid development
in contemporary China has not only caused growing inequalities,
uncertainties, and anxiety, but has also raised concern about
socioeconomic and cultural changes, stimulating interest of urban
elites in social construction. This concern is ambiguous, filled with
nostalgia for cultural traditions and the vision of an idealised, high-
quality, modern, rural livelihood. Thus, an alternative cultural
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ideology that is acceptable to all ethnic groups and strata in China
has been seen as needed to offset the ideological vacuum after
the reform and opening up policy and to counter the “peaceful
evolution” theory of the United States (Saussy 2001; Ong 2013).
Traditional cultural values and entities that were condemned have
therefore been rediscovered and defined, with “new vocabulary
and ways to conceptualise the past” (Svensson and Maags 2018: 14)
mobilised to reinterpret cultural heritage. Therefore, cultural heritage
provides a means of communicating official discourse and cultural
intentions (Denton 2005, 2014; Zhang R. 2017), enhances national
pride, and inspires a reexamination of the history of China, its culture
and its traditions, which were deemed to be an effective approach to
alleviating social contradictions.

With the “revival of traditional culture” becoming China’s national
strategy,” the exploration and promotion of traditional culture
became important tasks for local governments and cultural publicity
departments, revealing the interrelated and interchangeable traits
between history and heritage (Park 2013: 15; Fiskesjo 2019). Heritage
reutilisation is seen as an effective method for fostering collective
identity (Zhu and Maags 2020), enhancing rural development, and
coordinating the balance between urban, rural, and authoritarian
official power (Oakes 2013).

Yan (2015), coining the term “Chinese harmony discourse,”
emphasises the official harmonious role of the conservation and use
of heritage in social construction and politics. Under the guidance
and support of this authorised heritage discourse (Smith 2006),
the new gentry consider themselves capable of (and obliged to)
exercising their rights in rural areas as “citizens of modern democratic
society” and moralists of conserving traditional cultural heritage and
essence, thus taking the lead as regional leaders in the construction
of local society and group “consensus.”

5. Dominic Barton, “The Rise of the Middle Class in China and Its Impact on the
Chinese and World Economies,” In US-China Economic Relations in the Next
10 Years: Towards Deeper Engagement and Mutual Benefit, 2013, https://www.
chinausfocus.com/2022/wp-content/uploads/Part+02-Chapter+07.pdf (accessed on
26 April 2024).

6. The rural revitalisation strategy (xiangcun zhenxing zhanliie #8/3 1k FEBEEE) was
introduced in October 2017 and then applied in 2018. China now has increasing
concern for the development of rural areas. In February 2021, the National Rural
Revitalisation Administration (Guojia xiangcun zhenxing ju BIZHHRELR) was
formed. In April 2021, the Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Promotion
of Revitalisation of Rural Areas (Zhonghua renmin gongheguo xiangcun zhenxing
cujin fa FEARLFBIPHIRE(ZHEE) was adopted at the 28" session of the
Standing Committee of the Thirteenth National People’s Congress, https:/leap.
unep.org/countries/cn/national-legislation/law-peoples-republic-china-promotion-
revitalization-rural-areas (accessed on 26 April 2024).

7. “ETRZIN, BRI REMIEY (Tonggao zhiwai, Xi Jinping ti “nicheng
zhenhua” shenyi hezai?, Beyond the announcement, what is the deeper meaning of
Xi Jinping's reference to “counter-urbanisation”?), CCTV.com (£1%48), 8 March 2018,
http://m.news.cctv.com/2018/03/08/ARTIBwxcnyB124XWInPskZIC180308.shtml
(accessed on 13 August 2022).

8. General Office of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party, General
Office of the State Council A RHIAEE, BTN AR, “MAERTEESE
FLEFRERIRRNER” (Guanyu shishi Zhonghua youxiu chuantong wenhua
chuancheng fazhan gongcheng de yijian, Opinions on the Implementation of the
Project of Inheritance and Development of Chinese Traditional Culture Essence),
2017, www.gov.cn/gongbao/content/2017/content_5171322.htm (accessed on 16
February 2023).
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Xixinan Village: A case study

Implementation of the new gentry notion in Xixinan

The new gentry group intervention was initiated around 2010.
In 2009, Huangshan City, where Xixinan Village is located,
implemented the “Hundred Villages and Thousand Buildings”
(baicun gianzhuang B F1%) project. The plan was to invest RMB
six billion in five years to promote the conservation and reutilisation
of residential folk buildings in traditional villages.” The municipal
government highlighted the preferential terms, providing permission
and support for external private capital and individuals to legally
acquire and reuse folk houses and collectively own buildings. In
2014, the World Bank approved a loan of USD 100 million for the
“Huangshan New Countryside Construction Demonstration Project”
to redevelop rural areas and conserve diverse cultural heritage sites."
In addition, a considerable portion of the cost would be used for the
resettlement of native residents to create room for new functions and
entrants. Consequently, many elite individuals and organisations from
developed areas such as Beijing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen came to
Xixinan to buy or rent historical buildings, obtain usage rights to local
land, and restore and reutilise historical assets.

In 2014, led by Kongjian Yu, a landscape scholar known for his
ecological landscape design concept (Yu 2020), a subsidiary of
Beijing Wangshan Investment Co., Ltd. (EILIZE AR AA]), the
Turenscape, was established based on the reutilisation of historical
buildings in Xixinan Village (see Figure 2). The company also
conducted a series of international designer training projects and
academic study activities with academic institutions. Moreover,
in collaboration with the local government, new creative cultural
industries and normalised academic and cultural exchange
mechanisms were established. These measures and activities
promoted the renovation of historical buildings and the investment
of immigrants (Yu 2017). In 2020, the Huangshan Government once
again claimed that Xixinan Village would be a model site in the
Huangshan Municipal Investment Plan, which participated in the
village's international and elitist development.

Figure 2. Different views of the Turenscape (picture 2) and
Wangshan Life workstation (picture 1), a major investment company
in Xixinan, September 2021. This was based on historical warehouse
reutilisation.

Credit: authors.
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Xixinan Village has indeed undergone radical changes in its
industrial and population composition. By 2021, more than 53
hostels and creative industrial centres had been constructed, of
which 37 belonged to immigrant investors. There were 85 creative
artists from Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen and
more than 20 cultural tourism marketing activities, including “Super
cello,” “Squire music festival,” “Wangshan festival of ideal life,”
and “Fengyang market.” Xixinan Village hence became a popular
historical tourism destination in eastern China. By 2020, the village
population had risen to 4,283 from 3,248 in 2005. The total private
capital investment in 2018 was RMB 160 million, drastically rising to
RMB 250 million in 2023." The rising population mainly comprises
immigrants. They have relatively high incomes, are well-educated,
and had mostly engaged in the service industry and businesses before
migrating to Xixinan Village.

These changes were typically “official-oriented” and continuously
intensified privatisation, with the encouragement and guidance of
the local government. In terms of performance, private capital mainly
focuses on the service sector, establishing hotels, luxury restaurants,
bars, and organic farms. Consequently, an exclusive, luxurious
environment attracts people with similar identities and income
levels, strengthening the formation of the regional new gentry and
promoting Xixinan Village as an ideal paradise and a nostalgic haven
(see Figure 3) for the petty bourgeoisie to escape the urban world
rather than a communal rural area. Nevertheless, as we will explain
later on, this paradise does not serve the interests of the original
residents, who are farmers or craftsmen.

Figure 3. The picture figures a replicated memorial archway within
the village, representing the nostalgia of a cultured gentry.

9. World Bank tH17, “HTERLRAEZLMENERREBEERATERS
&” (Shihang daikuan Anhui Huangshan xin nongcun jianshe shifan xiangmu
huanjing yingxiang baogaoshu, Environmental Impact Report of the World Bank-
financed Anhui Huangshan New Rural Construction Demonstration Project), June
2013, https:/documentsl.worldbank.org/curated/ar/247301468218388638/pdf/
E42280v10CHINEOOBOX377376B00PUBLICO.pdf, p. 12 (accessed on 20 May 2024).

10.The Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China F#E AR
MEFRARBS, “REHE RN ZRSFAELTEFABRSIE Anhui
Huangshan xin nongcun jianshe deng 4 ge shihang daikuan xiangmu huode
pizhun, Anhui Huangshan new rural construction and other four World Bank loan
projects have been approved), 8 January 2014, www.gov.cn/gzd/2014-01/08/
content_2561934.htm (accessed on 14 August 2022).

1. “PRER: B RZEERER" (Xixinan: muji zhi chu jie fengjing, Xixinan: Scenery
everywhere you look), Huangshan Daily (&1L B%R), 15 March 2023, https:/new.
qq.com/rain/a/20230315A08AIY00 (accessed on 20 May 2024).

49


https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/ar/247301468218388638/pdf/E42280v10CHINE00Box377376B00PUBLIC0.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/ar/247301468218388638/pdf/E42280v10CHINE00Box377376B00PUBLIC0.pdf
https://new.qq.com/rain/a/20230315A08AIY00
https://new.qq.com/rain/a/20230315A08AIY00

ARTICLES

The process of rural revitalisation and heritage conservation
- including the involvement of the new gentry — provided the
investments and jobs urgently needed by local governments. Their
needs and vision for the local communities also coincided with
those of the central administration. Cultural heritage affairs are
usually designated by official authorities. However, the sluggish
designation process in the countryside allowed the new gentry to
empower themselves: based on Chinese harmony discourse, district
officials and media indeed held up the new gentry as examples in
rural revitalisation, enabling them to play a more important role in
the conservation of heritage assets, management, and operation of
local affairs. Despite controversy, the traditional notion of “gentry”
has been gradually revived by capitalising on the deficiencies in
government functions. Confucianism is appropriated by the new
gentry to develop a heritage discourse that legitimises these activities
and gains the acquiescence of local residents.

Rooted in the countryside: The responsibility of
creating a harmonious society

The shaping of the new gentry notion is consistent with the call
to construct a harmonious society and with the policy of cultural
heritage conservation. As described in the Intangible Cultural Heritage
Law (2011), the process should be “conducive to strengthening the
cultural identity of the Chinese nation, maintaining national unity
and solidarity, promoting social harmony, and fostering sustainable
development.”" Since 2012, the value of traditional villages has been
highlighted anew because:

The foundation of China’s traditional culture is in the
countryside. Traditional villages retain a rich and colourful
cultural heritage and are important carriers of traditional
Chinese civilisation (...). The conservation of traditional villages
is (...) the conservation of tangible and intangible heritage and
traditional culture.”

Consequently, the core of authorised heritage discourse is
ostensibly using heritage conservation in rural areas to achieve the
rural and cultural revitalisation.

Therefore, for the new gentry, gaining the legitimacy to extract
rural resources and occupy the land of historical assets is derived
from their abilities and the necessity to promote social harmony
and grassroots governance (see Figure 4). The charisma of individual
political leaders and the strong tradition of “rule by ethic” play an
important role in shaping heritage landscapes (Cui 2018: 224). B1,
an owner of a local hotel, who proudly identifies as a member of the
new gentry, stated:

Immigrants should establish rules and play a supervisory role;
however, it is more important to do so in practice rather than
just shouting slogans. We should popularise the knowledge of
the legal system among villagers and cultivate an awareness
of modern life. (Interview with participant B1, male, February
2022)

50

Figure 4. Pictures 1 and 2 are boards made by individuals from
the new gentry, which aim to persuade villagers to be elegant,
courteous, civilised, and to avoid complaining (September 2021).
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Note: Picture 1 title: Gentry’s Pledge. Picture 2: Instead of complaining about society, it is
better to improve yourself.
Credit: authors.

Due to sufficient capital and extensive personal relations, members
of the new gentry such as the one quoted above have a strong voice
and effective supervision capabilities at the local level:

In the case of illegal fishing or dumping garbage in the river,
I would take photos and send them to cadres, who will
immediately send people to investigate and manage it. We
should create a better ecology for people and nature to live in
harmony. (Interview with Participant B1, male, February 2022)

However, the contribution of the new gentry to local rural
development and heritage conservation is contradictory. Different
people have different attitudes, which reveal a differentiation based
on subjective evaluations and standpoints. People living in Xixinan
are mainly middle-aged and elderly people. When asked why young
people did not stay to work, a local, A1, replied as follows:

There are few opportunities to earn money in the village.
Investment in a hostel requires excessive funds, and |
cannot compete with immigrants. Local jobs mainly involve
housekeeping, which is unsustainable. Young people who
want to earn money leave to look for work. (Interview with
participant A1, female, February 2022)

A similar response was provided by another female local villager,
A2. The greatest economic impact of the extensive intervention and
investment by the elites is an increase in the price of homesteads
in prime rural areas. This is speculation on the countryside’s most
valuable assets (Perkins 2006) within the broader rural revitalisation
movement under slogans such as “Rejuvenate idle rural assets”

12.The Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China 12 A R £ F1E
HRARBUF, “PEARAMEZENE LEEEX" (Zhonghua renmin gongheguo
feiwuzhi wenhua yichan fa, Intangible Cultural Heritage Law of the People’s Republic
of China), 25 February 2011, http://www.gov.cn/flfg/2011-02/25/content_1857449.
htm (accessed on 14 August 2022).

13.The Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China H#E AR
MEHRARBUS, “EEMAERE, SUEE, BRXDB, ¥BESERRRE
GUTEFEEBA (Zhufang chengxiang jianshe bu, wenhua bu, guojia wenwu
ju, caizheng bu guanyu kaizhan chuantong cunluo diaocha de tongzhi, Notice by
the Ministry of Housing and Urban-rural Development, the Ministry of Culture,
the State Administration of Cultural Heritage, the Ministry of Finance regarding
the implementation of the traditional village survey), 2012, http//www.gov.cn/
zwgk/2012-04/24/content_2121340.htm (accessed on 14 August 2022).
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(panhuo xianzhi zichan #2EE & EE), which does not directly
lead to productive investments and jobs. D1 is a rural asset agent.
In a meeting he attended with bureaucrats from a neighbouring
province, he said: “Major immigrants bought historic buildings
and houses just for personal enjoyment.” The new gentry group
has also been criticised for their approach in reusing historic
buildings and the impact on the overall appearance of the village.
Furthermore, D2, a local retired high school teacher, argued that
exemplary representatives of the new gentry, such as B1, are still a
minority, and that the immigrant community is a “mixed bag.” He
emphasised that most members of the new gentry buy an asset and
remodel it according to their preferences without considering the
historic landscape. D3, a young local male cultural heritage activist,
highlighted the dilemma of heritage conservation, where local
authorities tend to neglect the preservation of authenticity and the
overall appearance for short-term interests, such as asset selling:

We had a detailed conservation control plan for Xixinan
with French heritage conservation experts years ago, but the
conservation concept was empty talk, because local leaders
would only consider whether they could make an immediate
profit in five or six years or less. (Interview with participant D3,
male, March 2022)

Furthermore, contrary to the new gentry’s self-claims and the
views of some officials in series B, private voices such as D series,
and male university scholars like C3 and C4, argued that the
advantageous position and agglomeration effect of the new gentry
had formed a self-closing identity group that had an oppressive
effect on the villagers. Members of the new gentry believe they
have a responsibility and obligation to educate locals; however, this
paternalistic standpoint is underpinned by inequality. A retired local
high school teacher, D2, complained that majority of the new gentry
occupied the best plots and were reluctant to interact with locals:

Many investors lock the door through the year after buying
a house, which is disappointing because you cannot visit as
before. They come here when they are “happy” and go back
(to the big city) if they do not want to stay. They do not have
a sense of identity within the local culture or community.
(Interview with participant D2, male, March 2022)

However, the new gentry has raised objections to this comment. A
common perception is that local villagers lack gratitude and courtesy
and are only concerned about benefits, making it difficult for migrant
groups to effectively help local villagers. D3 responds to this as
follows:

I think equality is essential when it comes to issues related
to our own interests. Placing oneself in the right position is
important, as this is a process of equivalent exchange rather
than “noble people” (gaoguizhe m&E%#) helping “ordinary
people” (putongren E3BA). (Interview with participant D3,
male, March 2022)

Notably, local bureaucrats are willing to receive and cooperate
with the demands of the new gentry and promote their functions
as part of their political achievements. Investor/entrepreneur B1’s
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property is a complex, combining a hotel and an ecological farm, and
employing local people. Thus, local officials describe his business
as an exemplary model of regional development, showcasing it to
guests and foreign government officials and seeking to replicate it.
Although most of the new gentry come from big cities, they do not
regard themselves as outlanders (waidiren 9 A). After settling, they
often use interpersonal relationships to increase their investments.

Consequently, over time, the new gentry has grown and shown
increasing centripetal force: the upper-middle class continues to
arrive in Xixinan Village to invest and spend, which has improved
its reputation and economic level. In this process, Xixinan did not
suffer from the obvious “free market solutions” of gentrification
issues, leading local inhabitants to no longer being able to afford
increasing land prices, goods, and services (Hwang and Lin 2016:
3). This is closely related to the Chinese land policy. Villagers have
collective ownership of the land, so immigrants and investors can
only negotiate with the villagers and “rent” the land for a limited time
(generally 20 to 40 years), rather than gain ownership of the land.
The government does not have the right to force villagers to sell their
homesteads. However, with the continuous influx of immigrants and
the return of original villagers who are attracted by investment, the
limited land and high-quality historical building resources in Xixinan
Village have gradually become scarce, causing a differential rent
phenomenon (Economakis 2010; Loo et al. 2018).

Overall, the elite group-oriented development model in Xixinan
undoubtedly has exploratory significance, but the tendency towards
benefits and privileges for the new gentry remains controversial.
Currently, district officials remain inclined to adopt this model."

Discussion: Beyond the official narrative

Beyond the official narrative, examining the new gentry
phenomenon in connection with historical village redevelopment
should be done cautiously. Clearly, the new gentry is emerging as a
critical driving force of gentrification in historical villages; however,
members of this group have become spokesmen of privatisation
interests and discourse brought to the fore. This process has some
similarities with other rural gentrification studies. For instance,
numerous research on gentrification and rural gentrification in
China has critically pointed out that rent increases, improvements
in community infrastructure, and disruptions in the development
process do not necessarily undermine the interests of vulnerable
groups (Benjamin 2005). Instead, locals and vulnerable groups tend
to embrace the process and benefit from it depending on the degree
of connection and participation between locals and elites in local
development.

However, in the case of Xixinan, two questions arise: (1) As this
process has increased profits and benefitted the majority, which group
benefits more from the redistribution? (2) As locals and ordinary
citizens may not directly oppose the development process and may

14. Development and Reform Commission of Anhui Province ZHE#RMAELEE
g, "EEBRIE/NE FHE BN EREME" Xixinan chuangyi xiaozhen:
“Xin xiangxian” tuidong xiangcun fuxing de dianfan, Xixinan creative town: “New
gentry” as a model for promoting rural revival), 2021, https:/fzggw.ah.gov.cn/jgsz/
jgcs/fzzlhghcesgmijdybgs/ghjzc/146296841.html (accessed on 13 August 2022).
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even explore new economic opportunities, how long can the process
sustain rapid profit growth? Essentially, the widening gap between
urban and rural areas and stratification in China have been concealed
by rapid economic growth for decades. However, once growth slows
down, the discrepancy is magnified and notable consequences may
emerge. The support received and benefits generated in the present
are not sufficient to justify these discrepancies as reasonable in the
long term.

The greatest contradiction that emerges from new gentry
reinvention are the inequalities and group divisions associated with
overall growth. Although returns on human capital have increased,
social elites are still crucial in resource allocation. In Xixinan,
investment in and premiumisation of the area have resulted in an
improved community environment and overall living standards,
as reflected in villagers’ higher expectations in terms of salary and
working conditions. However, only a fraction of villagers enjoyed the
benefits of development. For instance, some villagers are employed
by new gentry as hostel managers and housekeepers, but such
positions are limited. This process brings higher salaries and a sense
of superiority to specific groups, but implicitly discriminates against
other community members, exacerbating unfairness and inequity.

Investor BT complained that new hostel construction is not as
profitable because the operating cost is higher, since the locals were
seeking higher pay and privileges. Therefore, owners preferred to
hire cheaper labourers from other areas, such as Qiankou Town in
Huizhou District. Similarly, a local villager believed that the arrival
of immigrants would promote the consumption and purchase of
more local products; what he did not expect was that they would all
shop online because the consumption needs of the new gentry are
different from local output.

Similarly, the heritage-making process is also controversial.
Multifaceted contradictions and dissonances are generated among
different stakeholders due to lack of coherent actions and attitudes
(Tunbridge and Ashworth 1997). The property rights of nonheritage
historical buildings have been a grey area, as the transfer of collective
property ownership is privately approved by village committees and
villagers without the input of the central government due to a lack
of legal basis. Ownership after property transfer is highly uncertain
without legal guarantees or official recognition. Consequently, social
and economic power prevail, thereby undermining the rights of
vulnerable groups. In Xixinan, the most valuable, best preserved,
and best-positioned public historical assets are occupied by the new
gentry. By 2021, 21 of the 37 business assets run by immigrants were
based on the renovation of historical buildings. Based on prominent
influence, Wangshan Company has control of premium assets from
land parcels to historical buildings (Chen and Kong 2021: 13),
including a traditional Ming period house (laowuge ZZE ) labelled
as a major historical and cultural site protected at the national level
(quanguo zhongdian wenwu baohu danwei &BIE SR EE
fiz), and the remnants of a traditional Hui-style garden (guoyuan
[E). Participants D2 and D3 have criticised this control because the
Turenscape firm utilises both public heritage sites as their profit proxy
by using them for commercial activities and as customer attractions.
Other historical buildings such as the Hetianli Hotel, which was
transformed by the Xixinan commune, and Wangshangongshe, which
used to be an old public primary school, are now commercially used
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by Wangshan Investment. Besides original historical assets, relocated
historical buildings have also become very common in the village.
For example, Wei Yanfu, a private investment project, owned 16
relocated historical buildings for leisure. Despite various heritage sites
being revitalised under the reutilisation scheme, only private entities
profited. The township government could share dividends through
financial transfer payments from the higher-level district government
according to Xixinan’s tax revenues. However, township bureaucrats
were also concerned that the new gentry group controlled numerous
resources, which may hinder official planning and profit distribution.
Finally, native villagers rarely benefitted directly from the process, and
the separation between residents and heritage sites became apparent,
presenting a settlement concentration gap between native villagers
and the new gentry. This difference in experience is also reflected in
tourists” feedback. Luxury establishments and properties owned by
immigrants are inaccessible to most tourists. One university student
visitor stated that these reutilised historical buildings are a deterrent
because they look so expensive, she did not dare to visit or patronise
them. Another local visitor was disappointed that they could not visit
an old mansion that had been converted into a coffee bar, as it was
open only to purchasing customers but not to visitors. Visitors can
only access areas that are not occupied by the new gentry. The notion
of new gentry is still politically sensitive and controversial — even
with tacit support at the official level — because it gradually increases
investment and the motivation for increased housing prices, thereby
failing to promote local management and community construction.
Conversely, the current local government is increasingly relying on
the collectively-owned tourism company Langmanhong, established
around 2020, to manage Xixinan’s development. lts intervention has
led to an increasing number of tourists wanting to enjoy local food
and buy souvenirs and local products. Economic opportunities for
local villagers have increased, such as stores, restaurants, and street
vendors, but these opportunities mainly come from tourists rather
than from the new gentry. Therefore, even though closely tied to the
revival of traditional culture and the reutilisation of heritage, whether
the new gentry model can promote local democracy and enhance
community autonomy is still questionable. Due to limited funds, sites
and buildings with a low added value will inevitably lack attention
and rely on the assistance of private elites, risking the separation of
history from the local community (Hodges and Watson 2000: 232).

Conclusion

This research was conducted in the context of the current macro-
ideological and cultural transformation in China. The reinterpretation
and use of heritage discourse are currently associated with the
privatisation and intervention of elite groups who dominate the
process. Thus, the new gentry can select nostalgic memories and
aspects of traditional cultural revitalisation to match the demands
of contemporary social transformation and diversified aesthetic
expressions. Behind these appearances is the seizure and division of
rural land and resources by private capital and elites. This magnifies
individual achievements and economic growth, while ignoring micro-
cultural and sustainable social ecology at the local level. However,
the harmonious official narrative in Xixinan presents the role of the
new gentry group in social management and local investment as
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consistent with the traditional gentry groups centuries ago. A vision
of a “top-down” oriented harmonious society is constructed. In
this process, the role of the new gentry group is to compensate for
the weaknesses in administrative capacity and funding at the local
government level. Additionally, they form an intermediary and buffer
zone between official and folk discourses. This creates an inseparable
link between the new gentry concept, revival of traditional culture,
heritage reuse, and “empowerment” of official Chinese ideology. The
issue of class division and the unpleasant history of the countryside
have been deliberately erased, but replaced by a vision of a
prosperous, communal, and harmonious society led by the well-
educated new gentry group.

The restoration, transformation, and reutilisation of heritage sites
play a decisive role in the rural revitalisation, and heritage discourse
becomes a tool to legitimise the elite’s role in this process. The
dozens of luxury hostels, real estate projects, and the international
conference centre in Xixinan Village highlight the unilateral process
of “institutionalisation of symbols of elite cultural experiences as
the epitome of ‘heritage’” (Waterton and Smith 2010: 11). This
overshadows authentic grassroots discourse and inevitably leads
towards gentrification in historical regions. However, it is still widely
embraced by official discourse and adopted in the revitalisation
of Chinese traditional villages and historical regions. The subjects
of local power and official discourse form a close-knit, self-
perpetuating bond, thereby coercing other groups into a predesigned

development path without the opportunity to present counter-voices
and possibilities. This transformation is unfolding at an alarming rate
in historical villages in China without solid research, monitoring, and
evaluation. Thus, further concerns should be raised in the relevant
forums.
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