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ABSTRACT  Today, rural revitalisation has become a national issue for China, and it is one that many countries 
also have to face. However, a rural area is not some wilderness that is open to any type of development . The long 
history of agricultural civilisation has left an extensive, precious heritage in rural areas; thus, revitalising rural areas 
has to be based on conserving that heritage. This special issue adopts the theme of ‘rural heritage’: we provide a 
platform for dialogue between China and overseas scholars with the focus on conserving and revitalising rural 
heritage. There are six contributions in this special issue on matters that affect rural heritage in various countries. 
Among them, it is possible to understand methods of conservation design with respect to Japan’s rural heritage 
and follow the role of rural tourism in France. It is also possible to grasp the importance of promoting a building 
culture in rural parts of Germany. All these contributions offer profound insights for conserving and revitalising 
China’s rural heritage. This special issue also presents the thoughts of Chinese and foreign experts on recent issues 
related to China’s rural heritage; it provides a comprehensive introduction to the rural heritage protection system 
in China. Rural heritage is a complex system. Accordingly, the topics addressed in this special issue reflect the 
various characteristics involved. However, if readers study these articles from the perspective of the human–land 
relationship, they will be able to identify the deep correlations among them.
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Today, rural revitalisation has become a national issue 
in China, and many experts from China and abroad are 
active in areas related to such revitalisation. In April 
2019, the Second International Conference on Built 
Heritage Studies (BHS 2019), under the theme ‘Built 
Heritage Conservation in Rural Vitalisation,’ was held 
at Tongji University1. At the conference, experts from 
China and other countries discussed their experience 
and theoretical considerations related to rural protection 
and revitalisation.

China is not unique in having to deal with rural revi-
talisation. The confusion that China faces regarding rural 
heritage is a problem that other countries have confronted 
or are confronting. Accordingly, this special issue aims to 
create an international platform for dialogue about rural 
heritage practices. Coming from different disciplines and 
focusing on sustainable development of rural heritage, 

experts from different countries discuss methods of rural 
heritage conservation and revitalisation, policy, and 
management systems from their various perspectives. The 
articles in this special issue address specific topics related 
to rural heritage and do not present a singular, particular 
viewpoint; however, the articles are inherently connected, 
and to a certain extent they reveal common dilemmas 
faced the world over. Thus, it is necessary to consider how 
we should examine the ideas that these articles wish to 
express. Before tackling that point, we should first explain 
our understanding of rural heritage from the following 
two aspects.

What does rural heritage signify? 
There is no clear, consummate definition of ‘rural 

heritage’. However, it is widely recognised that rural herit-
age involves both the architectural heritage in the coun-
tryside and the wider geographic, historical, and cultural 
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Figure 1 Constituent elements 
of rural heritage (Source: Shi 
and Zhao 2018).1

background. Considerations of the integrity of rural her-
itage have developed from the concept of cultural land-
scape. The notion of cultural landscape originates from 
that of cultural geography, which began with the geogra-
pher Carl Ortwin Sauer in The Morphology of Landscape 
in 1925. He defined cultural landscape as ‘fashioned from 
a natural landscape by a culture group’ and stated, ‘Culture 
is the agent, the natural area is the medium, the cultural 
landscape the result’ (Sauer 1925). Cultural landscape 
goes beyond the concept of geography: it became a ‘preva-
lent study’ in the field of cultural heritage protection after 
becoming a special category of World Heritage in 1992. 
Cultural landscape has been gradually recognised and un-
derstood worldwide. In the Operational Guidelines for the 
Implementation of the World Heritage Convention, ‘cultural 
landscape’ is defined as ‘combined works of nature and of 
man’ (WHC 2017). Therefore, traditional rural areas with 
a long history are an important object of cultural geog-
raphy research and also an important part of the World 
Heritage system (Fowler 2003). Moreover, because rural 
areas are human living spaces, people, animals, and plants 
change with time, and the architecture and infrastructure 
are constantly updated. Therefore, even if rural heritage 
is managed under a framework of heritage protection, its 
dynamic attributes will not change (Shi and Du 2019; Liu, 
Du and Ren 2019).

Why does the World Heritage system consider cul-
tural landscape a special category of cultural heritage? 
The purpose with the World Heritage system is to express 

the value of a cultural landscape as a whole: it is based on 
the recognition that a cultural landscape is a comprehen-
sive framework, which includes all kinds of natural and 
human elements. Accordingly, cultural landscape can be 
considered using a holistic methodology; that can be ap-
plied to protect the heritage—especially protection of 
rural areas where nature and culture intermingle. Thus, 
there are many similar expressions related to rural herit-
age, such as rural landscape as heritage (ICOMOS 2017; 
Scazzosi, Wang and Li 2018), agricultural heritage2, built 
heritage1, rural cultural landscape (Shi 2013), and village 
cultural landscape (Du, Hou and Zhao 2018); however, the 
essence of these concepts is greatly influenced and enlight-
ened by the methodology of cultural landscape (Shi 2016). 
When we talk about rural heritage, we are not trying to 
establish a new type of heritage; we are attempting to con-
struct a comprehensive, flexible framework according to 
the methodology of cultural landscape to examine the 
characteristics and changes in various tangible and intan-
gible elements as a whole related to rural areas (Figure 1).

What supports the value of rural heritage? What com-
plex elements of rural heritage form an organic system? 

The answer to both questions is the human–land rela-
tionship. Complex elements constitute the rural heritage 
as an organic system, which shows extraordinary vitality, 
resilience, and an inherent sense of place (Figure 2). It is 
humans who undertake continuous operations from one 
generation to the next and integrate diverse elements (Shi 
and Zhao 2018).
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Figure 2 Example of a traditional human–land relationship in villages on the Chengdu Plain, China (Source: Shi 2013)
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Thus, rural heritage may be regarded as the crystal-
lisation and outcome of agricultural civilisation. Rural 
heritage is also a precious type of cultural heritage that 
developed in the process of civilisation. From the perspec-
tive of cultural landscape, rural heritage arises through 
local residents’ unique production methods and lifestyles, 
which continuously act on the physical environment over 
a long period of time. Rural heritage is the result of the 
ongoing interaction between humans and nature: it shows 
that humans and nature exist in harmony (Han 2007; Shan 
2010). The integrated value of rural heritage is borne by 
diverse tangible and intangible elements; the specific, in-
visible human–land relationship behind it all is the key to 
understanding the value of rural heritage. However, rural 
heritage is also a readable text for studying the human–
land relationship in rural areas (Du and Zhao 2018).

A key question has to be asked: in a rural setting, do 
people and the land interact in a constant manner? 

The answer is clearly no. From the perspective of mate-
rialist philosophy, movement is eternal: everything has a 
starting point and will ultimately end. Therefore, recogni-
tion of a ‘living’ rural heritage has to involve the dimen-
sion of time in addition to the three spatial dimensions. 
Put simply, the core of change in the rural heritage lies in 
the human–land relationship. Before conservation of the 
rural heritage can be discussed, it is necessary to judge the 
stages that villages occupy in terms of their development 
through the characteristics of the human–land relation-
ship. The following questions need to be addressed. What 
is the traditional human–land relationship of such vil-
lages? Are the villages in danger of ceasing to exist? What 
is the state of the new human–land relationship? Can the 
villages exist in their present form? 

Following a large-scale field survey of Chinese rural 
heritage conducted by the Centre for Land and Cultural 
Resources Research at Fudan University in recent years (Liu 
et al. 2018), at least three typical kinds of rural heritage 
could be identified. First, the traditional relationship be-
tween humans and the land was healthy and could be sus-
tained: the villages were still able to obtain substantial ben-
efits by relying on traditional agriculture, forestry, animal 
husbandry, sidelines, and fishery. The villages may not have 
been able to retain all their traditional buildings, but re-
constructed traditional buildings could meet the modern-
lifestyle needs of young people. Second, the traditional rela-
tionship between people and the land tended to decline. As 
the most important means of production, the contribution 
of land to the villagers’ income showed a decrease. Such 
villages were normally at considerable distance from urban 
areas; with the outflow of residents, the vacancy rate of 
buildings began to increase. Even if many traditional build-
ings could be retained, the overall decline was unavoidable. 
Third, a new type of human–land relationship became es-
tablished: it was by traditional buildings being basically re-
tained but with new relationships established through new 
types of industry. The sustainability of that new type of re-
lationship needs to be tested over time. However, it can be 
said that the above three characteristic types are somewhat 
extreme: rural heritage typically shows the coexistence of 
multiple characteristic states (Shi and Du 2019). 

The changes in the human–land relationship in Chi-
nese villages can be compared with the situation in Japan. 
According to Nobu Kuroda in this special issue, villages 
in Japan can also be roughly divided into three catego-
ries: ones that can maintain traditional farming; ones that 
will gradually disappear naturally; and ones that need to 
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be transformed into cultural heritage sites through plan-
ning and design. In our opinion, the nature of this type 
of ‘conservation design’ is to reconstruct the human–land 
relationship in rural areas. Kuroda takes as examples vil-
lages in Shirakawa-go and Gokayama (famous Japanese 
World Heritage Sites) to discuss the constituent elements, 
authenticity, and basics of changes with the rural heritage; 
she stresses that the human element is the core in rural 
heritage protection and that rural revitalisation must re-
spect the will of the local community. Against the back-
ground of disappearance of the traditional human–land 
relationship, villagers are no longer dependent on farm-
ing for their main income but on tourism; thus, a new 
human–land relationship has been established there.

Rural tourism does, however, seem to be an effective 
means of constructing a new human–land relationship in 
rural heritage. Like agriculture and handicrafts, tourism 
can also be regarded as a rural industry. Tourism can use 
both local and external support in maintaining the vitality 
of the rural heritage. Similar to Japan, France is rich in 
rural heritage resources, and rural areas in France have 
experienced difficulties in the early stages of urbanisation. 
As to how France uses tourism to revitalise its country-
side, Alain Bourdin, Tingting Wan and Philippe Delbos 
in this special issue find that rural tourism and heritage 
can exist in a virtuous cycle. They examine the interesting 
example of the department of Gers in France. The authors 
analyse the policy of restoration and development in pro-
moting and preserving the heritage, and they conclude 
that the method has proved effective. They emphasise the 
importance of coordination, which is a key element in 
the human–land relationship. The various actions under-
taken by local, regional, and department authorities are 
very impressive: they provide a valuable guide for rural 
heritage management. 

Thus, it is evident that architectural changes in rural 
areas are actually through the establishment of new 
human–land relationships. Architecture alone cannot 
carry the full value of rural heritage; however, architec-
tural design is an indispensable element in improving the 
quality of that heritage. The planning and design of rural 
architecture is critical for the cultural landscape, identity, 
and sense of place with the rural heritage. As a neighbour 
of France, Germany has a rural building culture that was 
once neglected. In their article, Xiaoping Xie and Tobias 
Krüger indicate how the development of building cul-
ture can be promoted in rural parts of Germany; they 
present various methods that have been implemented in 
some villages as examples of the best type of practice. The 

experience in Germany demonstrates that revitalisation of 
building culture is an effective measure of rural revitalisa-
tion. The efforts undertaken by France and Germany have 
considerable relevance for conservation and revitalisation 
of China’s rural heritage.

It is important to consider also the intangible elements 
in the rural heritage. The sense of place in the rural land-
scape is the result of the human–land relationship. Ken 
Taylor analyses the cases of Miao and Dong villages in 
southwest China. He finds that against the background 
of tourism development, sustainable development, and 
poverty eradication, the cultural landscape there has 
changed under the influence of heritage management 
policy. Some scholars doubt whether tourism has a nega-
tive impact on rural heritage: dance and music perfor-
mances or other activities for visitors are outside the 
traditional situation and not authentic. Thus, we might 
question the accuracy of using the term ‘sense of place’ in 
such situations. Taylor believes it is necessary to respect 
the views of locals when evaluating whether tourism has 
had a damaging or negative influence in a particular place. 
Policy makers should take local people’s perspectives into 
account. Taylor believes that even without any interfer-
ence, tradition will eventually change. Culture and cultural 
values change in time and space; tourism does not always 
do harm to a place-based sense of identity or render it flat 
and inauthentic (Oakes 1997). It can be said that Taylor 
draws this conclusion based on changes in the human–
land relationship in a small part of southwest China. His 
inference may appear harsh to heritage conservation 
workers who wish to maintain the status quo. Taylor’s 
study is a reminder that rural heritage is a four-dimen-
sional structure. Under the premise that the human–land 
relationship has undergone fundamental changes, no one 
can halt changes in the constituent elements—whether 
material or immaterial—of the rural heritage. Thus, it is 
necessary to examine what to protect and to what extent.

At present in China, it is not only ethnic minority vil-
lages in the country’s southwest that are facing the dilem-
ma of conservation and development. In the developed 
eastern coastal areas and other rural areas, the impact 
of modernisation began much earlier and had a deeper 
impact: through better transport infrastructure, changes 
in traditional human–land relationship were often faster 
there. Accordingly, over the past two decades, to promote 
conservation of rural heritage from state to local authority, 
government departments at all levels have issued a series 
of protection measures. Thus, the existing policy system 
in China relating to rural heritage conservation and rural 
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revitalisation is very complex. In her article, Anna-Paola 
Pola makes a detailed analysis of China’s rural policy 
system: she presents a complete picture of the Chinese 
approach to rural heritage conservation. In doing so, she 
offers an excellent guide for readers unfamiliar with Chi-
na’s rural heritage protection and development system.

The rural heritage protection system in China did not 
develop overnight and at present is far from perfect. But 
it has at least gradually developed and improved along-
side an understanding of rural heritage. Within that huge 
system, the Historical and Cultural Villages as well as the 
Traditional Villages constitute the most two important 
policy areas. Those two related, though different, systems, 
were also established in the order of time. In their article, 
Mengyuan Zhou, Songfeng Chu, and Xiaofan Du use an 
evaluation index system to explain why the protection 
system of Traditional Villages is more progressive than 
that of Historical and Cultural Villages. From an investi-
gation of five provinces with traditional villages in 2018 
(Liu et al. 2018), Zhou, Chu, and Du found that the eco-
nomic support for such communities is no longer agricul-
ture: it is clear that without new industries, such villages 
will become impoverished or cease to exist. For govern-
ments at all levels, it is necessary to improve the economy 
in traditional villages; however, providing a rural heritage 
with the status of Traditional Village and providing cer-
tain financial subsidies is insufficient support. For a tra-
ditional village, it may appear that the only way to avoid 
its economic predicament is by developing tourism. The 
economic situation, culture, and geographic environment 
of traditional villages differ greatly, and so it is not possi-
ble for them all to adopt the same approach. However, the 
concept of the eco-museum examined by Zhou, Chu, and 
Du is an area of particular interest, and it could have im-
portant repercussions for the future of China’s rural herit-
age. In light of the predicament in which traditional vil-
lages find themselves and based on a considerable amount 
of field research, the authors offer three suggestions at the 
end of their paper toward rebuilding the human–land re-
lationship.

From an analysis of the contributions to this special 
issue, there is evidently consensus about the relationship 
between conservation and revitalisation: without conser-
vation, revitalisation has no foundation; without revitali-
sation of rural heritage, conservation is impossible; thus, 
the two cannot be separated. At the same time, local resi-
dents constitute the core of rural heritage conservation: 
they are the main body of constructing, maintaining, and 
developing the human–land relationship in rural heritage; 

without their subjective initiative, conservation and revi-
talisation of the rural heritage is impossible.

Further, it is clear from this discussion of the six arti-
cles that although the issues faced by various countries 
and regions are dissimilar, they are all on the way to re-
building a healthy, harmonious human–land relationship 
in rural areas. Because of the dynamic characteristics of 
rural heritage, it is necessary to guide and maintain it 
toward ensuring its future development in a positive fash-
ion. Accordingly, rural heritage has to be considered seri-
ously in both developed and developing regions. From the 
perspective of reconstructing the human–land relation-
ship, it is possible to examine changes to the rural heritage 
and find the nature through phenomenon. In that way, it 
will be possible to determine the characteristics of rural 
heritage and establish appropriate development goals. 

Rural heritage represents a kind of cornerstone for the 
human future. As we attempt to conserve and revitalise 
rural heritage, we become a community with a shared 
destiny. By discussing the various issues, it will not be pos-
sible to find solutions to them all, but at least we are firmly 
on the right track. As the Chinese saying goes, the stone 
of other mountains can be used to attack jade , and the ex-
change of experiences from various countries and regions 
is particularly important in this regard. We believe that if 
you read each article in this special issue carefully from 
the perspective of the human–land relationship, you will 
find the effort both enlightening and inspiring.

Notes
1.	 http://www.icobhs.com/ 
2.	 http://www.fao.org/giahs/en/
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