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ABSTRACT Since the turn of the century, creative industries have displayed considerable power in transforming 
the social and economic landscapes of most global metropolises, including such Chinese mega-cities as Beijing and 
Shanghai. However, the story of creative industries does not end there. Recent studies have focused on the role of 
creative sector in the countryside. It has been argued that the creative sector can effectively contribute to diver-
sifying socio-economic development in rural areas by increasing employment, enhancing the quality of life, and 
promoting social inclusion and community development. With the aim to chart new paths for China’s rural revitalisa-
tion and address the country’s ‘three rural issues’ (i.e. agriculture, rural areas and farmers), this paper examines the 
potentials and challenges to developing the creative sector in rural China. It first reviews the academic debate about 
expanding the development of creative industries from urban to rural areas. Drawing on the research and classifica-
tion of creative industries in rural Western Ireland, this study identifies industries characterised by ‘content creation 
and production’ and ‘creative design services’, which would have potential in rural China. The major impediments to 
and crucial factors for developing rural creative industries in China are investigated and appraised within the frame-
work of ‘creative people, creative place, and creative support’. After analysing emerging practices in Jiangsu Province, 
this paper highlights the potential of abandoned industrial complexes in rural parts of China’s coastal regions, which 
can act as incubators for creative industries. Those former manufacturing plants are the remains of township-village 
enterprises (TVEs), which constituted part of China’s flagship policy for rural regeneration in the 1980s. Not only do 
they have special architectural attributes favourable for creative production, but also represent the socio-economic 
entity of the village collective and are the carriers of cultural meanings and memories. This paper concludes with a 
set of recommendations for both public and private sectors. It calls for a more proactive stance from governments 
to promote the creative sector in rural areas and revitalise rural economies and communities through the reuse or 
regeneration of former TVEs.
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Introduction 
Since the turn of the century, creative industries have 
begun appearing as clusters and agglomerations in Chi-
na’s major cities, such as Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, 
and Shenzhen. The creative economy has been vigorously 
promoted in those cities—often within designated ‘crea-
tive industry parks’ to receive preferential policy sup-
port (Xiang and Walker 2013; O’Connor and Gu 2014; 
Gu 2011; Kong and O'Connor 2009; Zhong 2010). With 

their political, cultural, and economic significance, crea-
tive industries have entered mainstream discourse, and 
the city governments’ conceptualisation of cultural poli-
cies is closely connected with maximising the economic 
yield of such industries (White and Xu 2012; Wang 2003; 
Zhang 2006). 

What has taken place in China is just a small part of a 
much broader global trend. Over the past two decades, 
the rise of creative economies has been observed world-
wide and has attracted considerable attention. Moreover, 
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having proven resilient to the global economic recession, 
creative economies are nowadays considered a catalyst for 
socio-economic development by both city governors and 
policy makers. There is a commonly held assumption that 
embracing creativity can generate higher revenue, provide 
more employment opportunities, and strengthen social 
stability for businesses, organisations, and the local econo-
my (OECD 2014; White 2010; Oyekunle and Sirayi 2018). 
Scholars have regarded creativity as the key characteristic 
that distinguishes 21st-century economies, just as those of 
the 19th and early 20th centuries were typified by manufac-
turing. The notion of a ‘creative city’ (Landry and Bian-
chini 1995; Landry 2008) and the theorisation of a ‘creative 
class’ (Florida 2005) have gained considerable prevalence 
and political momentum. 

While governments at all levels have placed the crea-
tive economy high on the policy agenda of national, re-
gional, or local development strategies (Gibson 2014b), 
this approach to the creativity economy has been ques-
tioned and challenged by scholars. Criticisms range from 
the overly urban focus (which fails to explain the creative 
industries and cultural activities that have grown in par-
allel in rural areas) to their limited applicability to rural 
planning and on a regional scale (Sorensen 2008; Bell 
and Jayne 2010; McGranahan and Wojan 2007; Gibson 
2014a). Doubts have also arisen over the measurement of 
the creative class and economy that consider some occu-
pational professions that obviously require little creativity. 
There is also a lack of statistical evidence derived from a 
multivariate analytical framework to prove a direct cor-
relation between the creative class and economic growth 
(McGranahan and Wojan 2007). The adverse conse-
quence of enacting policies favouring creative industries 
has also been highlighted; in particular, that includes the 
role of the government in gentrifying core urban areas, 
catering for the interests of elite groups, and perpetuat-
ing socio-economic inequalities (Markusen 2014; Balfour, 
Fortunato, and Alter 2018). 

Although numerous studies on creative industries have 
been conducted, few have investigated creative activities 
taking place and thriving outside towns and cities. There 
have been many high-profile cases of creative industries in 
cities, ranging from Nashville, Los Angeles, Barcelona to 
Brisbane; dealing with such industries as film, music, tel-
evision, and design (Gibson 2014a). However, an untold 
part of the story is that the countryside also has consid-
erable potential for developing a creative sector, and the 
creativity of rural regions remains untapped and yet to be 
discovered (Collins and Cunningham 2017). Recasting 

Florida’s measurement of the creative class by exclud-
ing low-creativity occupations, McGranahan and Wojan 
(2007) analysed rural counties in the United States and 
found a strong correlation between the presence of the 
creative class and rural growth. It has been argued that 
developing the creative sector in the countryside may help 
cope with existing rural issues and reduce urban-rural dis-
parity. For instance, in Australia, the physical distances of 
the country’s interior are great; the geographical distribu-
tion of wealth is uneven; and the urban hierarchy is polar-
ised—a few large cities on the coast and many small towns 
scattered across the country (Gibson 2014b). Developing 
creative industries is thus regarded as a positive approach 
to deal with these issues and relieve a national economic 
problem: Australia’s ‘tyranny of distance’ (Battersby and 
Ewing 2005; Gibson 2014a).

Urban-rural disparity has been highlighted in recent 
policy directives of China’s state government. Since the 
economic reform and open door policy in 1978, the en-
thusiasm for building big cities has swept across the 
country, and the consequence of this rapid urbanisation 
is the severe ‘three rural issues’ (agriculture, rural areas, 
and rural people). Limited employment opportunities, 
low agricultural income, and poor environment and in-
frastructure in rural China oblige more and more farm-
ers into migrating to cities, seeking jobs and betterment. 
Out-migration results in ‘hollowed-out’ villages, which 
experience a decline in population and ageing problems; 
this further aggravates the economic and social atrophy in 
the countryside (Gaetano and Jacka 2004; Verdini, Wang, 
and Zhang 2016). Wistful nostalgia for attractive country-
side that was evoked and campaigned by China’s national 
leader accentuates the need for government policies to ad-
dress the three rural issues (Xi 2013). 

In recent years, several national initiatives and policies 
have been launched for rural regeneration in China. They 
include the nationwide campaigns for Beautiful Coun-
tryside in 2013, Characteristic Towns in 2016, and Pas-
toral Complex in 2017 and, more recently, the launch of 
Strategic Planning for Rural Revitalisation in 2018. From 
these, we can discern a pronounced shift in policy focus 
on rural regeneration, which now goes beyond agricul-
tural moderation and physical environment improve-
ment, and has expanded further to prompt an integrative 
development of primary, secondary and tertiary indus-
tries. Specifically, policy intentions have shifted from 
improving the living environment in the countryside, to 
revitalising rural regions from the various perspectives 
of industries, talent, culture, ecology, and organisation in 
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the new era of ‘rural revitalisation’. The implementation 
of other policies to increase financial support, reform the 
rural land system, and encourage collaboration between 
government and social enterprises is also aimed to diver-
sify rural industries and enhance urban-rural integration. 
Although a specific policy addressing the development 
of creative sectors in rural China has not yet been intro-
duced, it has been repeatedly cited in recent policies on 
rural regeneration. Launching state-led campaigns for 
developing the creative sector in rural regions may be just 
a matter of time; potentially, it is an effective approach for 
addressing the three rural issues.

While rural regeneration has been accorded high pri-
ority on the government agenda, it is evident that some 
creative and cultural industries have begun settling and 
thriving in China’s countryside, though on a relatively 
small scale compared with urban areas. The phenom-
enon of reinventing abandoned sites of rural factories 
for creative reuse has recently been observed (Xu and 
Aoki 2018). Such movement of artists into old industrial 
districts is not new and was notably witnessed in Beijing 
and Shanghai in the late 1990s, which was before Florida 
(2005) coined the term ‘creative class’. Examples include 
the 798 in Beijing and M50 in Shanghai, both of which 
were converted from derelict factory buildings, attracting 
artists and start-ups to set up studios and offices there for 
the industrial aesthetics of the buildings, high-ceilinged 
and spacious rooms, and an affordable rent with a central 
location (O’Connor and Gu 2014; Hee et al. 2008; Zhong 
2009; Gu 2011; Kong and O'Connor 2009; Zhong 2010). 
However, the Chinese approach to creative industry de-
velopment has been characterised by the designation 
of specific ‘creative industry parks’, only within which 
can creative workers and start-ups receive benefit from 
preferential policy support. This approach is feasible 
only in metropolitan cities and has been much criticised 
(O’Connor and Gu 2014). The rise of creative industries 
in rural factories has stirred debate about the possibility 
of creative industries developing in China’s non-metro-
politan areas. 

Most of those abandoned industrial buildings and sites 
are former township-village enterprises (TVEs) – China’s 
preferential policy in the 1980s, aiming to diversify eco-
nomic activities and increase the income of rural com-
munities, mostly by means of introducing manufacturing 
to the countryside. After years of abandonment, those 
rundown industrial structures caught the attention of a 
small number of companies, organisations, and individu-
als who initiated projects to introduce creative industries 

to different rural areas in China. Examples include: the 
Design for County initiative, which was commissioned by 
the Shanghai Municipality and undertaken by a local firm 
(MOMA Design Company), setting up industrial design 
training centres in Rizhao, Ma’anshan, and Anshun; the 
Zhujiadian Brick Kiln Museum in Kunshan, which was 
transformed from an abandoned brick kiln; and Sanniao-
cang (‘Three Birds Factory’) Art Space in Nanjing (Figure 
1), which was converted from an under-used gypsum 
factory (MOMA 2019; Cui 2018). The reasons for imple-
menting these projects are various, ranging from generat-
ing profits to artistic pursuits. Most of those projects are 
financed privately or jointly by communities. The entre-
preneurial and collective endeavours of local communi-
ties, however, have appeared to be incapable of generating 
sufficient economic returns to sustain the projects.

This paper examines the potentials and challenges in 
developing the creative sector in rural areas of China. 
Given the circumstances that China is currently facing, 
the key question this research seeks to address is how to 
introduce and develop creative industries in the coun-
tryside through repurposing abandoned factories. Draw-
ing on the literature, policy reviews, and field visits, this 
study explores the transferability of urban-centric crea-
tive industries to rural locations by reviewing the cur-
rent discourse and debate on the topic. Suitable creative 
categories for rural China are then discussed and identi-
fied by comparing the classifications of creative indus-
tries in Ireland and China. The three-pillar framework 
of ‘creative people, creative place, and creative support’ 
proposed by the Western Development Commission of 
Ireland for developing the creative sector in rural areas 
is employed to examine issues and supporting factors for 
developing rural creative sectors in China. To explore 
the potential role of TVE reuse in China’s recent nation-
al initiatives and campaigns for rural regeneration, two 
precedent cases: Sanniaocang Art Space (Nanjing) and 
Zhujiadian Brick Kiln Museum (Kunshan) are examined 
to determine the motivations of creative entrepreneurs 
in relocating to the countryside and the challenges they 
have faced. The two cases also verify the findings related 
to suitable creative categories for rural China. Finally, a 
key contribution of this paper is offering a set of prelim-
inary recommendations to both the public and private 
sectors, calling for policy support and a more proactive 
stance from governments to support relevant stakehold-
ers in working collaboratively and making rural China 
‘creative’.
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Figure 1a and 1b From an abandoned gypsum factory to an art space (Source: Mengchuan Liu).

1a 1b

Creative Industries: Transferable from 
Urban to Rural Areas? 
To understand the transferability of creative industries 
from urban to rural regions, it is essential to return to 
the origins of creative industries in general. The concept 
of cultural and creative industries first emerged in the 
1990s, when several European countries began to observe 
the economic value embedded in cultural production. A 
widely accepted definition of creative industries is ‘those 
industries which have their origin in individual creativ-
ity, skill and talent and which have a potential for wealth 
and job creation through the generation and exploitation 
of intellectual property’ (DCMS 2001, 44). In some dis-
ciplinary or cultural contexts, creative industries may be 
referred as the creative economy (Howkins 2002) or cul-
tural industry (Hesmondhalgh 2013). Since then, creative 
industries have been considered an increasingly important 
component for enhancing economic well-being. Propo-
nents of creative industries predicted that the industries of 
the 21st century would depend increasingly on creativity 
and innovation (Landry and Bianchini 1995) and argued 
that human creativity would generate ultimate economic 
resource (Florida 2002).

Under the shadow of the global economic recession 
since 2008, the development of traditional industries, such 
as agriculture and manufacturing, has decelerated or de-
clined. In contrast, creative industries have maintained 
a relatively higher growth rate over recent years (White 
2010). For instance, in the United Kingdom, creative in-
dustries generated £91.8 billion in 2016, representing year-
on-year growth of 7.6%, compared with 3.5% for the UK 

economy as a whole (Rosenzweig et al. 2018). Studies have 
also shown that creative industries are closely associated 
with skilled employment (e.g. 46.8% of creative workers 
in the European Union in 2004 had at least a university 
degree), which in turn spurs and stimulates innovation in 
other sectors, enhances social inclusion, and fosters com-
munity development (WDC 2009; KEA European Affairs 
2006; NESTA 2006). The value of creative industries in 
urban areas has been extensively researched and widely 
recognised; however, little attention has been paid to crea-
tive industries starting up in rural areas. This section pro-
vides a glimpse into the recent debate on creative indus-
tries in terms of their locational choices between urban 
and rural regions. It then examines different classifications 
of creative industries proposed in the United Kingdom, 
Ireland, and China in order to identify the types of crea-
tive industries that favour rural locations and settings.

Debate on Location: Creative Industries in 
Peripheral Regions 
Over the past two decades, the profound impact of crea-
tivity on socio-economic development has been widely 
recognised by many countries. It is irrefutable that creative 
industries stimulate the development and regeneration 
of cities. However, the urban bias of the creative industry 
discourse that creeps in both scholarly publications and 
policy objectives has to some extent suppressed the im-
aginations of promoting creativity in the countryside. In 
The Country and the City, Raymond Williams (1975) duly 
notes that rural areas have been described as backward, 
limited, and ignorant, whereas urban areas are closely 
bound up with learning, innovation, and creativity. This 
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deeply entrenched concept of aligning creativity with the 
city implies the lack of creative production in the country-
side (Collins and Cunningham 2017). Creativity is by no 
means exclusive to the city; in fact, the countryside also 
has abundant creativity.

Recently, a small body of literature has appeared and 
focused on creative economies in more rural, peripheral, 
and remote regions, including Creative Economies in Pe-
ripheral Regions by Patrick Collins and James A. Cunning-
ham (2017) and Creativity in Peripheral Places: Redefining 
the Creative Industries, edited by Chris Gibson (2014). 
Some of these pioneering studies explore the business de-
velopment model of creative industries in peripheral re-
gions; other studies identify rural features and factors that 
attract and nurture creative economies. Further research 
examines creative production taking place in various 
places outside big cities towards an expanded, inclusive 
redefinition of creative industries in a broad sense (Gibson 
2014a, b; Collins and Cunningham 2017). Meanwhile, 
some government documents and reports also show that 
in recent years, more countries have regarded the develop-
ment of rural creative industries as a vehicle for rural revi-
talisation. For example, Creative West: The Creative Sector 
in the Western Region, published by the Western Devel-
opment Commission of Ireland (WDC 2009), proposes 
broad nationwide recommendations on stimulating rural 
creative sectors based on regional circumstances. All these 
studies call for recognition for the existence and increas-
ing interests in rural creative industries. 

The special locational advantages of rural areas can at-
tract creative workers. Studies have shown that for some 
particular types of creative industries (especially those 
classified as ‘creative expressions’), remoteness and rural 
landscapes can stimulate creativity and inspiration. For 
example, remoteness secures the authenticity of indig-
enous art and music, which is often required to success-
fully market products (Myers 2002; Gibson and Connell 
2004; Christen 2006; White 2010). With improved living 
standards, people are less likely to be content with items of 
mass production; they are more likely to seek a personal-
ised experience, customised services, and diverse choices 
of consumption goods. Therefore, some scholars have 
pointed out that rural creative products can offer alterna-
tives (Collins and Cunningham 2017). In addition, rural 
creative industries can be a catalyst for generating more 
financial returns in the sectors of services, manufacturing, 
technology and tourism, encouraging social interaction 
and cultivating community spirit. Improved infrastructure 
and physical environment can be driven by the creative 

sector and consequently transform public perceptions of 
the countryside. The creative sector has links with both 
the supply-chain and consumer sectors (White 2010). Its 
impacts on other sectors’ innovation and creativity may 
exceed the creative sector’s own direct contribution. For 
instance, visitors attending a music event in the country-
side may purchase goods and services from the retail and 
hospitality sectors (WDC 2009; White 2010). In a nut-
shell, remote locations and physical distances, convention-
ally considered barriers for developing the creative sector 
in the countryside, could be desirable features favoured by 
some types of creative production. 

Classifications of Creative Industries: What Suit-
able for Rural Areas?
An overview of the spectrum of creative activities is con-
ducive towards identifying the types of creative indus-
tries that may be more suitable or thrive better in rural 
areas. Classifications of creative industries differ from 
country to country. Many countries have defined their 
creative industry categories by adapting the classification 
proposed in Creative Industries Mapping Document 1998 
published by Britain’s Department of Culture Media and 
Sport (DCMS) (Collins and Cunningham 2017). As the 
first and the most popular classification, the document 
defines 13 categories of creative industry: advertising; ar-
chitecture; art and antiques market; crafts; design; design-
er fashion; film and video; interactive leisure software; 
music; performing arts; publishing; software and com-
puter services; television and radio. Inevitably, this most 
widely cited classification has been criticised (fairly or 
unfairly) by some scholars for the various reasons, such 
as: its limited number of categories to define and divide 
various creative sectors; its omission of some obvious cul-
tural production (e.g. heritage, museums, and recreation); 
the difficulty it presents in separating creative from non-
creative work (e.g. designers in the car industry); and its 
incapability to factor in some sectors’ economic output 
(e.g. crafts) (Collins and Cunningham 2017). 

Admittedly, there are some limitations in the DCMS 
classification, but it has proven useful in practice and 
helped creative industries gain a foothold in government 
legislation and policy support. Unsurprisingly, many 
scholars and organisations have attempted to adapt and 
improve this classification, seeking to add more precision 
to the classification to reflect the multifaceted dimensions 
of creative industries. In and by itself, classification is a 
simplified version of complex reality; naturally, it is im-
possible (if not pointless) to state that one classification is 
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better than another or which is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ (Throsby 
2008). The point with a classification is having an adapt-
able, workable framework to better understand the intrin-
sic nature (though often dynamic and sometimes transi-
tory) of creative industries. 

Among numerous amended versions of classification, 
one proposed by Ireland’s Western Development Com-
mission (WDC) has received recognition from many re-
searchers. Arguably, it is the most influential work for the 
study of rural creative industries in the British Isles and 
beyond (WDC 2009; White 2010). First published in the 
WDC’s report Creative West: The Creative Sector in the 
Western Region (2009), this classification of creative en-
terprises in rural areas was advanced based on baseline 
research. The research aimed to stimulate interest in de-
veloping creative sectors among stakeholders both within 
and outside the Western Region, where 67.8% of the pop-
ulation live in the countryside (WDC 2009; Central Statis-
tics Office 2007). 

Adapted from the DCMS classification, the WDC 
classification categorises 12 individual creative sectors 
into three broad creative categories—creative applica-
tion, creative expression, and creative technology (Figure 
2). ‘Creative application’ is defined as ‘industries that 

develop products or services primarily based on meet-
ing a market demand’; ‘creative expression’ involves ‘in-
dustries where products or services are developed for 
audiences with an expressive story in mind’; and ‘creative 
technology’ refers to ‘industries which rely most on tech-
nology and digital media, particularly for their core func-
tions’ (WDC 2009, 28–29). Inevitably, some creative sec-
tors fall into more than one of the three categories. For 
instance, the sectors of crafts, radio, and TV broadcast-
ing overlap the categories of ‘application’ and ‘expression’. 
Indeed, the crafts industry delivers products not just 
for practical needs but also with artistic expression; the 
radio and TV broadcasting sectors provide services to 
entertain audiences and fulfil their needs. Similar prob-
lems in classification occur when measuring the creative 
economy. The exclusion of the economic output of crea-
tive workers who work outside the creative sector (e.g. 
designers in the car industry) and the inclusion of non-
creative workers who work in the creative sector have 
been an ongoing debate and unresolved issue (Higgs and 
Cunningham 2008). Following this line of reasoning, it 
is clear that creative industries cannot be strictly defined, 
as different creative categories and industries invariably 
interact with one another. 

Figure 2 Rural creative industries by 
sectors and broad categories (Source: 
WDC 2009). 2
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 Outside the British Isles, particularly in the non-
English-speaking world, different countries and regions 
appear to have different views on the definition of ‘creative 
industries’ and how to term such activities. For instance, 
Japan and South Korea use the term ‘content industries’ in 
lieu of ‘creative industries’; China, however, employs the 
term ‘cultural industries’ in all national-level documents 
(e.g. those published by the Communist Party of China, 
the Central Committee, and the State Council)1. At city 
and regional levels, variations in terminology also occur. 
Beijing, Hong Kong, and Taiwan use the expression ‘cul-
tural and creative industries’, with the emphasis on the 
cultural connotations of creative productions; by contrast, 
Shanghai and China’s coastal regions tend to adopt the 
British term ‘creative industries’. Xiang and Walker (2013) 
argue that these terms have subtle differences in meaning, 
but essentially they all express a single entity: it is based on 
individual creativity in the creative sphere; it incorporates 
modern technology and new media; it is oriented towards 
international markets; it combines product management 
and business operation; and it integrates industrial man-
agement and capital management. This paper employs the 
term ‘creative industries’ for alignment with the wording 
used in local government policies and regulation; howev-
er, the term ‘cultural industries’ occasionally appears when 
national policies and government reports are cited. 

Classification of creative industries has also reflected 
the characteristics of local economies and the cultural pe-
culiarities of a country or region. Focusing on China, the 
state government published its first classification in the 
National Statistics Bureau’s report, titled Classification of 
Cultural and Related Industries 2004 (文化及相关产业分类
2004). Defining cultural industries as ‘activities providing 
culture, entertainment products and services to the public, 
and the assemblage of activities related to these cultural 
activities’, the report divides cultural industries into three 

Figure 3 The Chinese classifica-
tion of cultural industries pub-
lished in 2004 (Source: adopted 
from National Statistics Bureau 
2004).3

The Core Circle:
Publication, television and broadcast, film, video  
products, performance, heritage, museum, library, etc.

The Periphery Circle:
Internet, tourist service, entertainment, advertisement, 
exhibition auction, etc.

The Connected Circle:
Stationary, toy, photographic equipment, music 
instrument, printing facilities, television and broadcasting 
facilities, handicraft articles, etc.Core Circle

Periphery Circle

Connected Circle

levels of relevance: core, peripheral, and connected ac-
tivities (Figure 3) (National Statistics Bureau 2004, 11). 
This first classification, however, failed to encompass 
some existing or emerging industries that rely heavily on 
knowledge innovation and intellectual creativity, such as 
design, creative services, and new media. To rectify this 
omission and capture growing diversity in creative indus-
tries, an amendment to that classification was released in 
2018, which includes nine major categories, being further 
divided into 43 categories, and 146 sub-categories. This 
three-level categories in the 2018 classification denote an 
increasing level of specificity, which is different from that 
specified in the 2004 classification, underlining the degree 
of relevance (National Statistics Bureau 2018). The nine 
major categories are as follows: 
1.	 News and information services, 
2.	 Content creation and production, 
3.	 Creative design services, 
4.	 Cultural transmission channels, 
5.	 Investments and operations for cultural industries, 
6.	 Cultural and recreational services, 
7.	 Subsidiary production and intermediary services for 

cultural industries, 
8.	 Equipment production for cultural industries, and 
9.	 Terminal production for cultural consumption. 

Roughly speaking, the first six categories fall in the 
area of ‘core’ creative sectors defined in the 2004 classifi-
cation; the last three are more related to the ‘connected’ 
sectors. With its 146 sub-categories, this amended classifi-
cation became very complex and somewhat cumbersome; 
yet it failed to include some related industries (Xiong and 
Fu 2012). 

If comparing with the WDC’s classification that distin-
guishes different types of creative industries according to 
their nature (application, expression, and technology), the 
Chinese classification adds specification by considering the 
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different phases of the process of creativity-related produc-
tion (Table 1). For instance, the WDC classifies ‘crafts’ as 
a single category, but the Chinese classification further di-
vides ‘crafts’ into two phases: ‘content creation and produc-
tion’ and ‘sales’ of arts and crafts, which fall, respectively, 
into the major categories of ‘2. Content creation and pro-
duction’ and ‘4. Cultural transmission channels’. 

Owing to the different rationales behind the classifica-
tions, it is not intuitively obvious which of the nine major 
categories in the Chinese classification match the WDC’s 
categories for rural areas. However, after carefully examin-
ing the 43 categories, it is evident that those in the major 
categories of ‘2. Content creation and production’ and ‘3. 
Creative design services’ are thematically related to those 
specified in the WDC’s classification and are suitable for 
the rural context. In addition to these two major catego-
ries, which are highly relevant to the WDC’s rural catego-
ries, another two major categories (‘1. News and informa-
tion services’ and ‘4. Cultural transmission channels’) are 
also relevant to the rural context, though with a relatively 
moderate degree. This means that all the categories and 
sub-categories within the two high-relevance major cat-
egories (2, 3) and most of those in the two mid-relevance 
categories (1, 4) are suitable for the rural context. 

It should be noted that China has regarded tourism as 
a key driver for spurring the economic growth of creative 
industries—in both legislation and practice. Some rural 
areas, especially in coastal regions and Sichuan (landlocked 
province), have long relied on tourism for economic 
growth and a source of livelihood (Wang 2016). While the 
WDC does not include rural tourism in its classification, 
the major category ‘6. Cultural and recreational services’ 
has developed rapidly in China over the past two decades 
and significantly improved the quality of life of some rural 
communities.

Apart from the different natures of creative industries 
that may affect their suitability for relocation to a rural 
setting, the different sizes of creative enterprises and ven-
tures should also be strategically encouraged and sup-
ported by local governments in the process of developing 
the rural creative sector. At the initial stage, it is more fea-
sible and viable for home-based enterprises, small-scale 
business, freelancers, and self-employed workers to sus-
tain themselves and thrive (White 2010). Accordingly, it is 
easier to develop industries that rely on individual creativ-
ity and skills; examples include music and visual and per-
forming arts in Ireland’s category of ‘creative expression’ 
and arts and crafts manufacturing in ‘2. Content creation 
and production’ in the Chinese classification (e.g. female 

handicraft workers; Figure 4). By contrast, industries that 
usually depend on large companies and industrial clusters 
are expected to encounter some difficulties if trying to 
establish themselves in rural regions; examples are those 
in the sector of Internet technology and software develop-
ment in the WDC’s category of ‘creative technology’. Relo-
cating large corporates to rural areas would require more 
infrastructural investment and preferential policy support 
from the government; on this account, such costly under-
taking would only be considered at a later stage of devel-
opment when an agglomeration of creative industries has 
appeared.

Issues of Developing Creative Industries 
in Rural Regions
Before analysing the problems of China’s creative sector 
in rural areas, it would be beneficial to identify the issues 
and challenges that such areas have commonly faced in 
developing those sectors. In the study by Burns and Kirk-
patrick (2008) on rural East Midlands in England and 
research by the WDC (2009) on Western Ireland, a three-
pillar framework—creative people, creative place, and 
creative support—was used to categorise issues related to 
rural creative industries. This framework was formulated 
by identifying key issues for the rural creative sector after 
conducting a series of interviews with business investors, 
service providers, government agencies, and other rel-
evant stakeholders (WDC 2009). 

The issues of creative people are ‘related to the level of 
skills and creativity within the region’s population, provi-
sion of local training courses and the activities of educa-
tional institutions, as well as the level of diversity’ (WDC 
2009, 53). In the survey of Western Ireland, companies in 
creative industries found it difficult to recruit employees to 
work in rural areas; industries categorised as ‘creative tech-
nology’ experienced the greatest difficulty. This reflects the 
fact the sector related to information and communications 
technology tends to prefer urban locations. Some studies 
have found that the creative workforce is highly mobile, 
and this raises the challenge of retaining creative work-
ers in the countryside (WDC 2009; White 2010; Young 
2013). Low inward migration has posed a threat to diver-
sity in the social composition and economic activities of 
rural regions. Retaining skilled workers currently resident 
in the countryside is as important as attracting new ones. 
Ireland’s current policy, for example, has been criticised for 
its sole focus on attracting new skilled workers to move to 
rural districts with no considerations for sustaining and 
encouraging established skills (WDC 2009).
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Table 1 The revised Chinese classifications of cultural industries published in 2018, and the degree of relevance to the WDC’s classification 
of creative industries (Source: the authors).

Classification of Cultural Related Industries 2018, China (National Statistics Bureau, 2018) Degree of Relevance to 
WDC’s Creative Industries’ 

Classification
Nine Major 
Categories

43 Categories

Cultural 
Core Areas

1.	 News and Information 
Services 
新闻信息务

•	 News Services 新闻服务
•	 Newspaper and Information Services 报纸信息服务
•	 Radio and TV information Services 广播电视信息服务
•	 Internet Information Services 互联网信息服务

Middle

2.	 Content Creation and 
Production 
内容创作生产

•	 Publishing Services 出版服务
•	 Radio, Film and TV Programs Production 广播影视节目制作
•	 Creative Performance Services 创作表演服务
•	 Digital Content Services 数字内容服务
•	 Content Preservation Serivces 内容保存服务
•	 Arts and Crafts 工艺美术品制造
•	 Art Ceramics 艺术陶瓷制造

High

3.	 Creative Design Service
创意设计服务

•	 Advertising Service 广告服务
•	 Design Services 设计服务

High

4.	 Culture Transmission 
Channels 文化传播渠道

•	 Publication Distribution 出版物发行
•	 TV, Broadcast/Cable Network Providers 广播电视节目传输
•	 Distribution and Screening of Broadcast, Film and TV Programs 
广播影视发行放映

•	 Artistic Performance 艺术表演
•	 Internet Platform for Cultural Entertainment 互联网文化娱乐平台
•	 Art Auction and Agency 艺术品拍卖及代理
•	 Arts and Crafts Sales 工艺美术品销售

Middle

5.	 Investments and Opera-
tions for Cultural Indus-
tries文化投资运营

•	 Investment and Asset Management 投资与资产管理
•	 Operations Management 运营管理

N/A

6.	 Cultural and Recreational 
Services 
文化娱乐休闲服务

•	 Entertainment Services 娱乐服务
•	 Tourist Sites Services 景区游览服务
•	 Leisure Tourism Services 休闲观光游览服务

N/A

Cultural 
Connected 
Areas                          

7.	 Subsidiary Production 
and Intermediary Services 
for Cultural Industries 
文化辅助生产和中介服务

•	 Traditional and Painting Stationery Supplies for Cultural Industries 
文化辅助用品制造

•	 Printing Reproduction Services 印刷复制服务
•	 Copyright Services 版权服务
•	 Conference and Exhibition Services 会议展览服务
•	 Agency Services for Cultural Industries 文化经纪代理服务
•	 Rental Services of Equipment (Supplies) for Cultural Industries 
文化设备（用品）出租服务

•	 Research and Training Services for Cultural Industries 
文化科研培训服务

N/A

8.	 Equipment Production 
for Cultural Industries 
文化装备生产

•	 Printing Equipment Manufacturing  印刷设备制造
•	 Radio, TV and Film Equipment Manufacturing and Sales 
广播电视电影设备制造及销售

•	 Video Recording Equipment Manufacturing and Sales 
摄录设备制造及销售

•	 Performing Equipment Manufacturing and Sales 
演艺设备设备制造及销售

•	 Amusement Equipment Manufacturing 游乐游艺设备制造
•	 Music Instrument Manufacturing and Sales 乐器制造及销售

Low

9.	 Terminal Production for 
Cultural Consumption 
文化消费终端生产

•	 Stationery Manufacturing and Sales 文具制造及销售
•	 Pen and Ink Manufacturing 笔墨制造
•	 Toy Manufacturing 玩具制造
•	 Festival Supplies Manufacturing 节庆用品制造
•	 Manufacturing and Sales of Information Services Terminal 
信息服务终端制造及销售

Low
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Figure 4 A female handicraft worker making 
embroidery in rural Anshun, Guizhou Province 
(Source: MOMA Design Company) 4

The creative place is ‘related to the attractiveness of the 
region including its landscape, heritage, built environ-
ment, infrastructure, social network and quality of life’ 
(WDC 2009, 53). In the Creative West report, issues re-
lated to the creative place are mainly concentrated on the 
following five aspects: quality of life; natural environment 
and creative inspiration; connectivity; workspace and in-
frastructure provision; and planning and development. 
The quality of life and natural landscape are factors that 
highly influence location choice among creative workers. 
Especially for creative workers in the categories of crea-
tive expression and application, such factors as remote-
ness, landscape, natural surroundings, space and heritage, 
waterways, and lighting are significant for their creativ-
ity to thrive. One study in the United States determined 
that the amenities of rural areas attract self-employed, 
mobile creative workers, such as younger working artists 
and those involved in the performing arts (Markusen and 
Schrock 2006). In rural Ireland, problems such as a lack of 
suitable low-cost workspaces, incomplete road networks, 
and insufficient broadband capacity and connectivity are 
generally deemed as the physical barriers to attract crea-
tive enterprises and workers (WDC 2009). However, some 
scholars consider that improvements in connectivity may 
lead to a loss of isolation or remoteness and a risk of spoil-
ing the rural character through overly urban-centred de-
velopment plans (Gibson 2014b; White 2010; WDC 2009). 
Other challenges include a lack of appropriate creative 
infrastructure and amenities (e.g. studios, theatres) as well 
as insufficient job opportunities for current and new crea-
tive workers (WDC 2009). 

Creative support refers to ‘the facilitating policies 
and programmes available to the creative sector, such as 

funding, networking opportunities and marketing capa-
bilities’ (WDC 2009, 53). The inadequacy of creative sup-
port in Western Ireland include: poor networking among 
creative companies located in different counties; a low 
level of joint projects; lack of information about funding 
opportunities; lack of showcasing of local talent in tour-
ism; lack of awareness of the role of creative industries in 
innovation within non-creative sectors, such as manufac-
turing, financial services, and tourism; and the distance 
from urban-based trade associations (WDC 2009). The 
main problems for this region are a lack of financial sup-
port and appropriately tailored funding opportunities for 
creative companies. Its development mode has mainly 
been county-based; collaborative regional approaches are 
rarely adopted (WDC 2009). 

Most of the issues in the Western Region of Ireland are 
consistent with findings in other rural regions, such as 
the East Midlands in England and Montana and Arkansas 
in the United States (Burns and Kirkpatrick 2008; Stolar-
ick et al. 2011; McGranahan and Wojan 2007; Regional 
Technology Strategies Inc. 2003, 2007). Whereas the fac-
tors of quality of life and physical environment have had 
the strongest effect on attracting creative workers to the 
countryside, infrastructure, accessibility, and networking 
are the key constraints in operating creative businesses 
in rural locations. Accordingly, the above findings can be 
considered an important reference for China’s situation.

Pathways to a Creative Chinese 
Countryside 
With reference to the three-pillar framework of creative 
people, creative place, and creative support, this section 



BUILT HERITAGE   2019 / 4 82

examines issues in China related to promoting creative 
sectors in rural areas. Comparing the situation in China 
with that in other rural regions reveals common issues 
and challenges in fostering the development of creative 
sectors, yet there are also some issues unique to China.

Creative People: Training Rural Creative Workers
Currently, the lack of creative people has been a key issue 
for China in developing creative industries in urban areas; 
that clearly also applies to the countryside. Corporates in 
creative sectors have reported that university graduates are 
not equipped with a set of essential skills that are required 
in practice. This situation may have partly resulted from 
low employment rates among graduates from educational 
disciplines related to creative industries (CCIA 2018). 
The Chinese government and related organisations have 
recognised this issue and made proposals for developing 
creative talent. In 2014, the State Council issued Several 
Opinions on Promoting the Development of Cultural Crea-
tivity and Design Services and Related Industries (关于推进
文化创意和设计服务与相关产业融合发展的若干意见 ). A 
series of programmes for supporting creative talent were 
then launched to remove the stigma from ‘Made in China’ 
( 中国制造 ) and promote instead the brand ‘Created in 
China’ (中国创造 ) (State Council of China 2014). In the 
same year, the China Creative Industry Alliance (CCIA, 中
国创意产业联盟 ) launched the China Creative Entrepre-
neur Talent Cultivation Project (CCIA 2018), which aims 
to solve the current problem of a lack of creative individu-
als by cultivating creative talent for practical application. 
However, there is at present no programme for developing 
creative talent to support rural regions in China. It is con-
ceivable that the lack of creative talent in the countryside 
is more serious than big cities.

In contrast to the focus of the Irish policy in attracting 
creative workers from urban areas (including travelling 
artists) to the countryside, China has appeared to place 
the emphasis on harnessing traditional skills and trans-
forming local artisans into designers. Although currently 
no rural-centric national policies have been enacted for 
revitalising or refashioning traditional crafts and incorpo-
rating them into design industries, some initiatives have 
been launched by local governments and conducted in 
collaboration with the private sector. For instance, Shang-
hai Municipal Government and MOMA Design Company 
collaborated in launching the Design for County project 
in 2011. The project aims to utilise design approaches 
towards reviving traditional industries in abandoned in-
dustrial sites in rural areas, by converging government 

support, practitioner know-how, and local craft skills to 
achieve cross-sector cooperation. Several projects have 
been carried out, for example, the training centre in 
Rizhao (Shandong), Ma’anshan (Anhui), and Baoying 
(Jiangsu) (MOMA 2019). At Baoying Training Centre, 
for example, rural residents who wish to become creative 
industry practitioners can enrol on training courses to 
learn how to make crystal glass products or master needle 
stitching (Figure 5). Although this cross-sector collabora-
tive endeavour has not yet produced significant returns in 
economic revenue owing to various factors, access to and 
experience in receiving training for craft skills and design 
professionals have been appreciated by local skilled work-
ers. This project has shown that with or without a national 
policy in place, local governments are often key actors in 
initiating and implementing projects towards developing 
and making China’s rural creative sector prosper. It should 
be noted that several MOMA Design Company projects 
have been set up in former industrial complexes previous-
ly established as a result of the 1980s TVE policy, which 
will be elaborated in the following section. 

Creative Place: Valuing Rurality
China covers a vast area, and so issues related to creative 
place in different rural regions vary geographically. Gen-
erally speaking, three rural issues (rural areas, agricul-
ture, and farmers) have always been the primary focus for 
national policies on rural development (Lin 2003). Since 
economic reform in 1978, China’s rapid urbanisation has 
attracted the migration of rural populations to the cities, 
leading to increasingly severe rural hollowing (Liu and 
Liu 2010). Out-migration has resulted in damage to rural 
economies and social stability. In addition, the lack of 
community and transport facilities and environmental 
issues caused by modern farming and manufacturing ac-
tivities as well as rural households are the thorny problems 
that need to be addressed, before we envisage the country-
side as milieus of creativity (Liu and Liu 2010). 

As with Britain and Ireland, China needs to prioritise 
improvement of its infrastructure, environment, and qual-
ity of life to enhance the attractiveness and liveability of 
its rural areas. Such improvement can appeal to creative 
workers to relocate and also induce urban migrant work-
ers to return to the countryside. Arguably, the environ-
ment and quality of life are the most important elements 
in inducing creative workers and companies to relocate. In 
addition to basic facilities (such as schools and hospitals), 
broadband connectivity and road networks are equally 
important for developing creative industries in rural areas. 
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Figure 5 Rural skilled workers have been 
trained to make handmade products at 
MOMA’s Baoying Training Centre (Source: 
MOMA Design Company) 5

Some empirical studies have shown that using broadband 
productively and intensively can promote labour demand 
and innovative behaviour in firms (Vergara and Feldman 
2018). In many cases, the lack of connectivity has a nega-
tive impact on rural creative industries; however, for some 
types of creative companies and workers, high-speed 
broadband connectivity can easily outweigh the draw-
backs of remote locations and physical distance (Townsend 
et al. 2016). In a study of creative industries in rural Scot-
land, Leanne Townsend et al. (2016) conclude that down-
load speed is crucial for workers in the creative sector and 
2 megabits per second of broadband access is regarded 
as the minimum necessary to achieve the productivity of 
workers equivalent to those working in cities. 

The natural and agricultural landscape, the built en-
vironment, cultural heritage, and social networks that 
constitute the rurality of a place should be carefully pre-
served. Local culture, folks, and crafts help foster crea-
tivity. Fairs, festivals, and events promoting creative in-
dustries should be encouraged, for they have social and 
situational values and can also showcase and capitalise 
on local creative talent and skills. For instance, Latitude 
Festival in Britain features performance and live music, 
which attracts thousands of people every year to the Suf-
folk countryside (Figure 6). 

Creative Support: Establishing Policies and Fund-
ing Programmes
The creative support issue in China is highly related to 
national policy. At the national level, the Guideline on 
Emerging Sectors of Strategic Importance during the 13th 
Five-Year Plan Period (2016–20) highlights the importance 
of digital and creative industries (State Council of China 

2016). Additionally, some metropolitan cities, such as Bei-
jing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen, have also given high prior-
ity to creative industries in their economic development 
plans. However, policies and supporting programmes for 
the rural creative sector are still deficient. Lack of fund-
ing, networking opportunities, and marketing capabili-
ties are common problems for creative companies in rural 
China. Before supporting policies are formulated, research 
needs to be undertaken on the actual situations and issues 
of rural China and effective measures for developing the 
creative sector. 

In many countries, developing rural creative industries 
has been enshrined in national policy. Some specific de-
partments and organisations have been established to pro-
mote, manage, and study rural creative industries. Thus, 
framing a national policy for the rural creative sector as a 
whole is imperative in China. Currently, there are many 
funding opportunities for creative companies in cities, but 
rural regions remain underrepresented. Governments at 
different levels should establish funding programmes for 
the rural creative sector and ensure that funding schemes 
are available for rural creative businesses. A good example 
of funding support for rural creative enterprises is North-
ern Ireland’s Creative Industries Innovation Fund in 2008 
(WDC 2009). In addition to policy aspects, enhancing the 
partnership between private and public sectors as well as 
increasing interactions between creative and other sec-
tors will contribute to a vibrant creative sector. At present, 
small-scale businesses constitute the majority in rural 
China, yet few collaborations take place among different 
enterprises. Therefore, local governments and non-gov-
ernment organisations should be encouraged to deliver 
regular meetings and workshops to provide information 
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Figure 6 Latitude Festival in Henham Park, Suf-
folk, UK (Source: Latitude Festival official).6

and opportunities for people working in creative sectors 
to interact and establish informal networks. In so doing, 
it will enhance networking, generate more joint projects, 
and increase opportunities for social and cultural interac-
tions among creative companies and workers. 

TVEs as Incubators for the Creative Sector 
in Rural China
As noted above, several projects in Jiangsu Province have 
attracted creative sectors to rural areas by using former 
industries sites. Most of these industrial complexes were 
established in the 1980s through the TVE policy, which 
aimed to boost China’s rural economy by introducing 
manufacturing industries to diversify the income sources 
of rural communities (Jiang 2002; Wu 2007). Three main 
features characterised the industrial establishments of 
TVEs:
1.	 Investors, operators, and employees of TVE factories 

are mainly farmers; 
2.	 They are located in the countryside; 
3.	 They have been producing non-agricultural products 

(Jiang 2002).
The TVE policy encouraged rural communities to set 

up factories close to their villages. It capitalised on their 
shareholding of land ownerships and collectivism inherit-
ed from the people’s commune (an administrative unit for 
production in rural China from 1958 to 1983). In particu-
lar, southern Jiangsu Province achieved remarkable eco-
nomic success, and it became known for its ‘Sunan model’ 
for TVE development (Chen and Zhang 2008). However, 
over the past two decades or so, more and more indus-
trial establishments of TVEs in the region have become 

obsolete. Regrettably, after ceasing production, the physi-
cal structures of TVEs have either been abandoned or de-
molished to make way for new development or land con-
solidation (Wu 2007).

TVEs as Heritage of Rural China
China began protecting and conserving historic buildings 
and sites relatively late and formulated its heritage legisla-
tion several decades after Western countries did so. The 
release of the Notice on Strengthening Industrial Heritage 
Protection in 2006 marks the beginning of industrial her-
itage protection in China (State Administration of Cul-
tural Heritage 2006). A decade later, the first and second 
batches of the China Industrial Heritage Protection List 
were released in 2018 and 2019, which recognise 200 in-
dustrial properties built between the 1840s and 1940s as 
being of national importance (China Association for Sci-
ence and Technology 2018, 2019). It cannot be plausibly 
argued that the former industrial complexes of TVEs are 
comparable to those nominated on the China Industrial 
Heritage Protection List. Built in the 1980s and 1990s, the 
factory buildings of TVEs are unremarkable in terms of 
architecture value. However, as ordinary and unassuming 
as they appear, these buildings have withstood the radical 
socio-economic transformation of rural China following 
economic reform in 1978, thereby representing a common 
heritage of rural societies. 

TVE industrial establishments represent ‘the indus-
trial heritage [that] is of social value as part of the record 
of the lives of ordinary men and women, and as such it 
provides an important sense of identity’, as stated in the 
Nizhny Tagil Charter for the Industrial Heritage (TICCIH 
2003). TVEs are carriers of local memory—of at least 
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one generation of workers and families—and record the 
everyday life of rural communities at that time. Chinese 
scholars have observed that the industrial buildings and 
sites of state-owned enterprise established in the 20th cen-
tury constitute an under-represented category in China’s 
current heritage protection scheme (Que 2007; Wang and 
Wang 2018). Though established and developed locally by 
rural enterprises (rather than by state-own companies), 
TVE industrial complexes represent an episode of China’s 
industrialisation history and, arguably, are one of the most 
eminent embodiments of China’s economic reform—
symbolically comparable to the massive socio-economic 
transformation of Shenzhen. 

On this account, the physical relics of TVEs should be 
regarded as the industrial heritage of rural China’s recent 
past. Certainly, the buildings in these industrial establish-
ments are certainly not high-quality architectural struc-
tures with exquisitely designed details and, thus, do not 
warrant heritage status and statutory protection. However, 
they are undoubtedly of communal value and socio-eco-
nomic importance for local communities and should be 
retained. Reusing former TVE factories for creative indus-
tries, therefore, is not just a practical solution for recycling 
and repurposing existing buildings; it is also a strategic 
manoeuvre to conserve the residual industrial landscape 
of post-reform rural China and sustain existing social net-
works as well as collective memoires of rural communities. 

Precedent Studies: Sanniaocang Art Space (Nan-
jing) and Zhujiadian Brick Kiln Museum (Kun-
shan)
The adaptive reuse of abandoned TVE sites for creative in-
dustry appears to be a plausible scenario for rural China. 
In particular, the large number of TVEs in Jiangsu Prov-
ince offers considerable potential for creative industries to 
develop in the countryside. The industrial relics of TVEs 
have architectural attributes that are conducive to crea-
tive production—comparable to those in urban areas. This 
coincides with our observation that some derelict TVE 
industrial precincts have caught the attention of creative 
enterprises and been transformed into spaces for creative 
production: Sanniaocang Art Space in Nanjing (converted 
from a derelict gypsum factory) and Zhujiadian Brick Kiln 
Museum in Kunshan (repurposed from an old brick kiln). 

Sanniaocang Art Space is an example of individual ini-
tiative in repurposing an abandoned rural industrial site 
for creative activities. It is located in Huashu village, Qixia 
district, Nanjing city, Jiangsu Province. In 2014, a group 
of young art students started working on the abandoned 

gypsum factory over a period of several years. They trans-
formed it into a multi-functional art space for painting, 
design, sculpture, photography, animation, and a virtual re-
ality experience. Local inhabitants admire Sanniaocang Art 
Space and consider it an ‘artist habitat’ that has developed 
from the ruin. Graffiti can be seen everywhere in the area. 
Most of the installation artworks have been made from 
waste and recycled materials. Various exhibitions (on folk 
art, contemporary art, rural photography and handicraft), 
book fairs and social and charity events have been held in 
Sanniaocang (Figure 7). A special public lecture series was 
delivered by artists for prisoners in Nanjing. In addition, 
in early 2019, five young artists specialising in oil painting, 
design, and animation took up residence in Sanniaocang 
Art Space (Figure 8). They were attracted by the unique 
architectural space and artistic atmosphere of the place. In 
the first few years of residence, young artists do not have to 
pay rent, which eases financial pressure for them. 

Zhujiadian Brick Kiln Museum is an important pro-
ject in the regeneration of Zhujiadian village initiated by 
lower-level government (i.e. village administration). The 
museum is located in Zhujiadian Village, Jinxi Township, 
Kunshan county-level city, Suzhou city, Jiangsu Province. 
Zhujiadian was formerly known for producing ‘golden 
bricks’ for the Forbidden City in Beijing (Cui 2018). 
Before the conversion, some old kilns were still in opera-
tion but, due to the migration of younger people, tradi-
tional skills could hardly be handed down and the village 
went into gradual decline. 

In 2016, the local government commissioned the 
design company Land-Based Rationalism D-R-C to rede-
sign the old brick kiln. Architect Kai Cui decided to trans-
form the abandoned factory into a brick kiln museum 
(Figures 9–11). Converted from a former TVE complex, 
the museum includes exhibition halls, a brick workshop, 
multi-purpose halls, and some small classrooms. The orig-
inal layout, style, and colour of the old factory have been 
retained. Its original north-south axis and orientation 
facing the lake have been preserved, and that resonates 
with the memories of the brickworks among locals (Cui 
2018). The conversion project complied with conservation 
principles by introducing ‘micro-intervention’ (i.e. mini-
mising changes made to the physical structures) and had 
an effect in regenerating the whole village. The museum 
attracted visitors, interested in learning the history of the 
golden bricks. It gave local inhabitants the opportunity to 
run businesses near the museum, such as shops, cafés, and 
guest houses, which helped increase the villagers’ income 
and revitalised the village. 
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Figure 7a and 7b Various exhibitions and events in Sanniaocang (Source: Jun Guo).

7a 7b

Reflections 
It is clear that projects related to developing creative start-
ups by reusing former TVE industrial sites have grown in 
recent years. Presumably, this is connected with the Chi-
nese government’s concerted efforts and campaigns for 
rural revitalisation following the introduction of Strategic 
Plan for Rural Revitalisation (2018–2022) (State Council 
of China 2018). Local governments have come to realise 
the potential of developing creative industries to revitalise 
the countryside and begun promoting such development. 
Common types of new uses for former industrial sites in 
China and overseas are museums, public facilities, crea-
tive industrial parks, and tourism development (Ye and 
Li 2007). In terms of investment and development mode, 
most conversion and regeneration projects for large-scale 
disused industrial complexes in China have been initiated 
or operated in public-private partnerships. The govern-
ment lets out sites and constructs the infrastructure; pri-
vate developers undertake the construction of the project 
(Ye and Li 2007; Wang and Wang 2018). In contrast, most 
former TVE sites are relatively small in scale. To date, 
most of the conversion projects have resulted in museums 
and public facilities, and there has been limited integra-
tion with tourism and other industries. 

Examination of the two cases selected in this study has 
revealed that the industries developed there fall into the 
categories of ‘content creation and production’ and ‘creative 
design services’ in the Chinese classification of cultural 
and creative industries. Sanniaocang Art Space is classi-
fied in the sub-category of ‘arts and crafts’ and ‘professional 

design services’, which respectively fit into the two above-
mentioned categories. In the sub-category of ‘museum’, 
Zhujiadian Brick Kiln Museum also comes into the cate-
gory of ‘content creation and production’. These two major 
categories—‘content creation and production’ and ‘creative 
design services’—were identified as having a high degree 
of relevance to rural development, which confirms the 
findings of studies in the literature review. 

Upon an examination of these two cases in terms of the 
criteria of ‘creative people, creative place, and creative sup-
port’, it is evident that their industrial development is still 
basic; local villagers’ participation in the projects is rela-
tively passive, and they lack government support. With 
Sanniaocang Art Space, the free art studio attracts some 
artists, but few local villagers have been involved in devel-
oping and operating the project. A key stakeholder in the 
project is currently negotiating with the Qixia district gov-
ernment for more policy and financial support. However, 
it remains to be seen whether and when the local govern-
ment will react to this appeal. Compared with the individ-
ual entrepreneur-led initiative of Sanniaocang, Zhujiadian 
Brick Kiln Museum was a different type of bottom-up ini-
tiative, led by village officials. Despite its radical vision for 
the future and wishful nostalgia for the past, the project has 
attained limited success. The idea behind this ‘micro-inter-
vention’ has not been very well received. Public transport 
to the museum is inconvenient, so visitors usually go there 
by car. The gift shop in the museum is currently closed 
because of the small number of tourists, and business has 
never really blossomed for the nearby guest houses. 
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Figure 8 Artists in the art studio in Sanniaocang (Source: Jun Guo).
Figure 9 Bird view of the Zhujiadian Brick Kiln Museum, BNBs and the village (Source: Jiayi Li).
Figure 10 Exterior of the Zhujiadian Brick Kiln Museum (Source: Jiayi Li).
Figure 11 BNBs near the Museum (Source: Jiayi Li).
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Regarding how rural cultural industries should be 
developed, the Guidance on Promoting the Revitalisation 
of Rural Industries, issued by the State Council in June 
2019, indicates some directions. The policy emphasises 
the significance of using all kinds of intangible cultural 
heritage resources in rural areas, protecting traditional 
crafts, and promoting the development of cultural in-
dustries with rural characteristics. At the same time, the 
policy aims to promote the integration of agriculture, 
culture, tourism, and other sectors, and actively rebrand 
local produce and agricultural products (State Council 
of China 2019). Therefore, future studies should exam-
ine how to use local rural intangible cultural resources 
for the development of creative industries; identify ways 
in which rural creative industries can be integrated with 
various other industries (such as tourism and industrial 
design); and determine how to elicit support and attract 
capital from multiple sectors to contribute to rural revi-
talisation. 

Conclusions 
Despite being currently ignored by policy makers, rural 
and peripheral regions are not lacking in creativity. The 
creative sector can offer a place-based approach to exca-
vate the full potential of rural areas—an approach that 
contributes to economic growth, social well-being, and 
environmental quality. Promoting creative industries at 
the regional level can stimulate growth in other sectors, 
which in turn can reinforce the creative sector. In addi-
tion, the potential of creative industries in diversifying 
local economies and employment opportunities in rural 
areas cannot be ignored. Amid concerns for rural China, 
the present research examined issues related to developing 
creative industries in rural regions with respect to ‘crea-
tive people, creative place, and creative support’. The issues 
that China has encountered are very similar to those in 
other rural regions, such as Western Ireland, Australia, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States. It is critical to im-
prove the quality of life as well as to safeguard landscapes, 
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built environments, and the natural heritage of rural areas, 
because they hold considerable appeal for creative work-
ers and businesses. The seclusion and remoteness of such 
areas may be undesirable for some creative workers but 
attractive to others, allowing them to foster creativity and 
inspiration. Both physical and virtual connectivity are 
fundamental to operating a creative business in a rural lo-
cation; thus, both transport and broadband connections 
should be improved. 

This paper has examined the potential of abandoned 
industrial sites (TVEs) to act as incubators for rural crea-
tive industries in China. As an embodiment of village-
based collective enterprises, the physical remains of TVEs 
have socio-economic importance and are a repository of 
collective memories of rural society (Jiang 2002). They 
should be considered a rural industrial heritage of the 
recent past, possessing both tangible and intangible value. 
It is thus critical to reinvent new forms of enterprise for 
the existing TVE collectives and prevent the deterioration 
of their disused factories and sites. 

The use of former TVE sites is only a small part of rural 
revitalisation and development efforts for rural creative 
industries in Jiangsu Province. However, it has the po-
tential to be the most effective of such projects, exerting 
a multifaceted, positive impact on local communities. In 
addition to physical transformation (appearance, design) 
and functional change, issues yet to be explored include: 
how to guide developers, investors, and individuals so that 
they can participate in transforming TVE industrial sites; 
how to make local stakeholders participate more actively 
in that transformation; and how to connect TVE reuse 
projects with cultural tourism and rural planning. In June 
2019, China’s first draft of a law on cultural industry pro-
motion was published with the aim of obtaining public 
opinion. Support for the development of rural creative 
industries should be more explicitly stipulated in the law. 
This would elevate rural regions’ preferential policies and 
financial support to the national level, thereby maximising 
the great potential of creative industries for future eco-
nomic growth and cultural prosperity in both urban and 
rural China. 

Note
1.	 In China, since introducing the economic reform and 

open door policy in 1978, the State Council has imple-
mented three key national policies with different focus-
es: first, on ‘economic wealth’; then, ‘scientific and tech-
nological innovation’; and most recently, ‘culture and 
creativity’ (Xiang and Walker 2013). The shift in focus 

to ‘culture and creativity’ at the turn of the century cor-
responds with the fact that the society and economy of 
urbanised areas of China have become fully developed. 
The Ministry of Culture in establishing the Cultural In-
dustries Division in 1998 marked the commencement 
of state government programmes to promote the de-
velopment of creative and cultural industries. The Cul-
tural Industries Division is responsible for formulating 
cultural industries policies and guidance. With the 
publication of Cultural Industry Promotion Plan ( 文
化产业振兴规划 ) by the State Council in 2009, cultural 
industries have been elevated to the level of national 
strategy (Xiang and Walker 2013).
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