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Abstract: Traditional handicrafts are rooted in the idea of the place, and their revival can trigger a
construction of place in terms of physical buildings and cultural ambience. This study focuses on
traditional Suzhou embroidery and analyses the effect of its revival on the construction of placeness
and sustainable development within its specific social context. The results showed that (1) reviving
traditional handicrafts triggers changes to local public spaces, the reshaping of local architecture,
and the development of a cultural landscape; (2) The revival of the handicraft in terms of local
activities is reflected in increased efficiency and creativity and in the stable inheritance of skills. The
traditional farming lifestyle of Zhenhu has been transformed, leading to better quality of life and
social networks; (3) The revival of Suzhou embroidery has updated the place through renovating
its image. The local residents’ awareness of the benefits of their handicrafts has also increased,
and their increased dependence on place will strengthen their belongingness and attachment to
it. These local changes exert positive impact on the realization of sustainable goals by boosting
decent work and economic growth, ensuring environmental sustainability, building sustainable cities
and communities, and enhancing community stability and cultural diversity. Thus, the revival of
handicrafts can guide a place to refocus on local economic growth and cultural development towards
sustainable development, bringing about an organic inheritance of its history and the reinforcement
of placeness.

Keywords: placeness construction; traditional handicraft; intangible cultural heritage; sustainable
development; Suzhou embroidery

1. Introduction

The humanist scholars Yi-Fu Tuan and Edward Relph introduced the concept of place
to geography in the 1970s, and concepts such as place and placeness have since become
central to the study of the man–land relationship [1,2]. Placeness refers to the uniqueness
of place within a specific period of time and space and is essentially the meaning that
people endow a space with [3]. Placeness is embodied in natural landscapes and local
social behaviour and influences both local residents and social processes. A culture has
its own unique logic, dynamics, and vitality [4], but placeness can be threatened by forces
such as modernisation, globalisation, and rationalisation, which can render places static,
dull, and lifeless [5]. Oakes, when addressing the phenomenon of modernisation, regarded
the potential resulting loss of placeness as ‘the paradox of modernity’ [6]. In his book The
Globalization of Nothing, Ritzier points out that globalisation is a complex interactive
relationship between ‘nothing’ and ‘something’, and has brought about the expansion of
nothing, thus depriving the ‘something’ of placeness of the basis for its survival [7].
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Cultural heritage is rooted in places, and the ethnic historical memory and cultural
connotations that it carries are important aspects of placeness. As emphasised in Ethical
Principles for Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage (2015) by United Nations Ed-
ucational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), ‘communities, groups and,
where applicable, individuals should never be alienated from their own intangible cultural
heritage’ [8]. The intangible values, aesthetic qualities, and historical spirit of cultural
heritage are closely associated with the space it emerges from in addition to its specific
ethnic groups and communities. A deeper understanding of the value of intangible cultural
heritage has recently developed in Chinese society, leading to the emergence of related
activities such as the traditional handicraft industry. Among them, the handicraft ceramic
industry in Jingdezhen of Jiangxi Province [9] and the jade carving industry in Jieyang of
Guangdong Province are typical representatives [10]. This combines cultural heritage with
commercial production. The sustainable development of intangible cultural heritage can
help preserve its meaning through encouraging local protection, and its economic potential
can be realised through local economic practices and industrial development. The revival
of traditional handicrafts involves complex interactions between many factors, such as the
revival of local culture, the development of local industries, and cultural communication.
In this context, how does the revival of traditional handicrafts as a form of intangible
cultural heritage influence the construction of placeness? How to realize local sustainable
development through sustainable development of intangible cultural heritage? Addressing
this question can inform research into both the sustainable development and placeness.

Suzhou embroidery, one of four renowned embroidery types in China [11], can be
traced back more than 2500 years [12,13]. Most embroidery from the Suzhou region is
currently produced in Zhenhu [14]. After a period of stagnation, Suzhou embroidery
gradually developed and expanded [15], thus physically and culturally contributing to
the construction of the place. The Suzhou embroidery developed in Zhenhu provides a
special case for local research. Regarding how to achieve sustainable development in areas
with strict control of industrial development, it has given a positive guidance and provided
successful experience for reference.

Thus, in this study, the case of Suzhou embroidery was focused on to explore whether
reviving traditional handicrafts can lead to the dissolution, adaptation, or strengthening of
placeness, aiming to identify the mechanisms behind the process. Beyond that, the study
explores the connection between the revival of traditional handicrafts and the sustainable
development of the local area.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Place and Placeness

Place has been a core concept of cultural geography since the 1970s [16], and placeness
has become a focus of geographical research. Humanistic and structuralist geography
are two influential schools of thought in this field, and both focus on the concept of
placeness. Cultural geography holds that the culture accumulated over a long period
of time in a specific region and the cultural identity of its inhabitants endow placeness
onto the region [17]. In humanistic geography, ‘place’ is conceived not as a material and
rational space but is rather defined as ‘the perceived core value’. The social significance
and cultural meaning of place are important factors in the concept [18]. Structuralist
geography holds that when a region establishes a functional connection with the outside
world, its intrinsic uniqueness constitutes its placeness [19]. Representative works in this
field include The Condition of Postmodernity by Harvey [20], The New Urban Frontier by
Smith [21], and Reworking Modernity by Pred and Watts [22]. Although the two definitions
of placeness appear different, they both suggest that placeness only occurs after a space has
been endowed with meaning by people and that placeness distinguishes one place from
others. Placeness is not only the emotional and historical heritage of tribes or ancestors’
places [23], but it is also a process of social construction [24].
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The two definitions of placeness in humanistic and structuralist geography also reveal
their formation mechanisms. In humanistic geography, placeness is regarded as resulting
from individuals’ emotional attachment to a place. In his book Space and Place, Yi-Fu
Tuan describes how space becomes a place through the process of being endowed with
cultural meaning [3]. Humanist scholars regard the subjectivity of self and the experiences
of daily life as the most important factors affecting the construction of place [2]. The unique
meanings given to place by different groups and their identification with placeness in terms
of concepts such as a sense of place, place identity, and place attachment have been explored.
For example, Yi-Fu Tuan suggests that a place must be perceived by individuals through
the feelings and emotions they experience, thus developing the concept of topophilia [1].
Relph emphasises that place represents the living world and consists of people’s real-life
experiences [2]. Thus, in humanistic terms, a place is not only a geographical space, but
also is endowed with a special meaning and identity through human culture [25].

Structuralist geography holds that the functional needs of interconnecting regions
determine the formation mechanism of placeness. In the spatial connections of social and
economic networks, each place is assigned a role, which forms its characteristics. Scholars
who hold this view, such as Gregory [26], Massey [27], and Harvey [20], focus on the
construction of placeness through capital, power, institutional policy, and other structural
forces. Macy’s concept of a ‘global sense of place’ emphasises material socioeconomics
and social relations in the processes of local production, and place is regarded as being
formed via the integration of complex social relations through the internal and external
flows of ‘power geometry’ in a specific local space [27]. Harvey also regards place as
constructed through power, systems, and social relations rather than simply a location [28].
In the context of China’s cultural system, the government and developers have been
found to be central to urban renewal initiatives and the reconstruction and reproduction of
placeness [29,30]. Capital and initiatives to preserve local arts are essential in determining
whether a place retains its placeness [31].

Research into the reconstruction of placeness mainly focuses on tourism development,
consumption space reconstruction, development zones, post-disaster reconstruction, and
other local economic development processes. The complex process of dissolving or rewrit-
ing placeness has been illustrated through various examples. Tourism can have a powerful
effect on the dissolution and reconstruction of placeness. Tourism activities may lead to the
concept being abused and traditional culture may be damaged [32], but tourism revenue
can also effectively protect local culture, promote cultural identification among community
members, and cultural inheritance in tourist destinations [33]. Urban landscapes, how-
ever, such as historic neighbourhoods and skyscrapers, can lead to ‘placelessness’ and
‘landscapelessness’ [34,35]. Some scholars suggest that man-made consumption spaces
such as shopping centres represent ‘fake places’ [36], a detachment from local culture,
and a type of abstract globalised space [37], thus leading to a paucity of placeness [38].
Economic development zones can lead to the dissolution of placeness [39], while post-
disaster reconstruction may provide opportunities for the reconstruction of placeness [40].
Thus, many structural factors influence the disappearance and reformulation of placeness,
so strengthening and ensuring the continuation of placeness through intangible cultural
heritage in the context of modernisation and globalisation is required, as this can encourage
a renaissance of local culture.

Traditional handicrafts represent both human cultural achievements and important
local cultural resources. This study examines the formation mechanism of placeness by
focusing on how a place’s cultural resources (traditional handicrafts) help to form its unique
characteristics, thus extending the research on the formation mechanism of placeness in
humanistic geography.

2.2. Intangible Cultural Heritage, Tourism and Sustainability

In 1987, the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development
(WCED) published a report, Our Common Future, with a definition of sustainable develop-
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ment as “a process of changes that are all in harmony and enhance both current and future
potential to meet human needs and aspirations,” which has since become a formal concept
in the international agenda. The report also attached importance to the accumulations
of traditional knowledge and experience, which could provide a great deal of traditional
skills in sustainably managing very complex ecological systems [41]. In the decades that
followed, the discussion has never ceased over the concept and essentials of sustainable
development, as seen in the evolution from the originally defined sustainable use of natural
resources to a pluralistic concept with people-oriented and socioeconomic features that
involves economy, environment, society, and a series of legal principles [42]. The Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGS-2015–2030), as a current guide, contains an explicit set of 17 global
goals and 169 specific goals that universally extend to the economy, society, environment,
culture and education, health, scientific, and technological development, indicating that
sustainable development has vaulted to a new level [43].

Influenced by the broader policy goals pursued by the international community in
the late 1990s, the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (the
Convention) adopted by UNESCO in 2003 made an innovation of introducing Sustainable
Development as the core concept. It not only emphasized the “intangible cultural heritage
as a mainspring of cultural diversity and a guarantee of sustainable development” in the
foreword, but it is also pointed out that international protection “will be given solely to
such intangible cultural heritage as is compatible with the requirements of sustainable
development” when defining the term “intangible cultural heritage” (ICH) in Article 2 [44].
These days, there are even scholars taking sustainable development as a legal principle of
international cultural heritage law.

However, in the decade following the adoption of the Convention, the international
community’s discussion on the relationship between the protection of intangible cultural
heritage and sustainable development waned. In the first 15 years of the 21st century, the
“Millennium Development Goal” hardly mentioned the role of culture [45]. As a conse-
quence, the concept of sustainable development was missing in 10 years of ICH practice and
research. It was not until the United Nations adopted the Post-2015 Development Agenda
that the cultural development issue became a topic again in the international debate. Since
2015, the United Nations General Assembly has included “Culture and Sustainable Devel-
opment” as a sub-item under the agenda of “Globalization and Interdependence” (From
the United Nations General Assembly resolution, A/RES/70/214), showing the will of
the international community to make better use of culture in the process. From this point
of view, the integration of ICH and sustainable development is actually the result of an
evolving outlook on development by the UN system as a whole.

Cultural diversity is crucial to sustainable development because it correlates intangible
cultural heritage to sustainable development. It took a while before this significance was
recognized. In 1998, UNESCO held the Intergovernmental Meeting on Boosting Action Plan
on Cultural Policies for Development, urging the world to acknowledge that culture is a key
sector of human activities, an essential component of development process, an increasingly
important driver behind economic growth, and the energy and cohesive force needed by all
societies. According to Article VI of the Action Plan on Cultural Policies for Development
passed at the meeting, all member countries agree that “cultural creativity is the source
of human progresses; and cultural diversity as the wealth of human beings is an essential
development element” [46]. The Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity passed in 2001
is a milestone, further defining cultural diversity as “shared human heritage.” Cultural
diversity is the source of exchanges, innovation, and creation, and is “the key of sustainable
human development”. For the benefits of this generation and future generations, the
importance of cultural diversity needs to be recognized [47]. Based on this consensus, the
international community protects cultural diversity and intangible cultural heritage from
the perspective of sustainable development.

It is therefore worth exploring how intangible cultural heritage affects sustainable
development in other aspects. Due to the fuzziness of the concept itself, such significance
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has not been recognized in the implementation of the Convention. People tend to pay
attention to the sustainability of only the heritage itself [48,49], ignoring the UN agenda
of sustainable development. Most of the related studies are conducted as analyses of
the relationship between ICH and some aspects of sustainable development in some
cases. For example, Dernini studied the influence of Mediterranean dietetic customs on
sustainable development [50], and Chung (2019) held that the ICH development was
helpful to establish community identity, along with a discussion on the plausibility of the
community promoting sustainable development for urban reconstruction [51].

At present, the impact of tourism development on heritage becomes a more concerned
topic in discussing ICH sustainability. Such impact shall be weighed in multiple aspects.
Positively, it could promote the revival and inheritance of traditional culture with national
identity being strengthened. Negatively, it may lead to the variation or homogenization of
traditional culture, such as the structural change or time-spatial compression of traditional
songs and dances, and the desacralization of religious ceremonies, etc. There are in-depth
research results obtained by scholars with a large number of cases for anthropological
interpretation. According to the research of traditional handicrafts, tourism development
has caused the genuine purpose of ICH handicrafts to change. Breaking away from the
original context of folk custom, these handicrafts have become simply tourism commodities,
with their traditional styles being affected, while such a phenomenon also encourages
innovations of traditional handicrafts [52,53]. In some cases, this modern innovation may
distort, simplify, misrepresent, damage, or change cultural symbols [54]. Owing to the
expansion of the tourism market, the production of traditional masks has changed its
style and way of manufacture. Tourism has hollowed the essence of cultural practices
and caused the desacralization of ritual objects. At the same time, however, it is also
the spring for the creation and re-creation of traditional practice with new meanings [55].
For the performance-related ICH, the main findings are as follows. In the context of
tourism, traditional dance is compressed in structure with the part of improvisation being
shortened, and non-traditional musical instruments appear for accompaniment, thus
making unreal ICH performances [56,57]. Hyung yu Park (2011) pointed that the ICH of
Changdeokgung Palace played a supporting role in reconstructing and recontextualizing
the national identity of South Korea in the tourism experience [58].

Although the impact of tourism on ICH is deeply explored, relevant studies are still
confined to the sustainable development of ICH itself. Therefore, it requires further in-
depth research and case studies to explore the relationship between ICH protection and
local sustainable development and how ICH development can help to realize the goals of
local sustainable development.

3. Study Area and Methods
3.1. Study Area

Zhenhu is a peninsula surrounded by Taihu Lake on three sides and is located in the
westernmost part of Suzhou City, Jiangsu Province (Figure 1) [59]. Zhenhu is a sub-district
in terms of its administrative division, is equivalent to a town, and covers a total area of
20.1 km2 [59]. To protect Taihu Lake as a water source, Zhenhu is deemed an ecological
protection zone and industrial development is strictly controlled. Any polluting enterprises,
such as chemical plants and paper mills, have been shut down or relocated [60]. Thus,
Zhenhu is one of the few remaining original ecological locations in the area and has been
unaffected by industrialisation from the suburbs of Suzhou. It has maintained its natural
environment and features well-preserved traditional villages. These villages, the Taihu
Lake, and the art of embroidery represent a symbiosis between ecology and culture in
Zhenhu [61].

Zhenhu has been an agricultural area since ancient times, with rice as the main crop.
During the slack season, men engage in fishing and women do embroidery, which repre-
sents the main traditional sideline of Zhenhu farmers [62]. Zhenhu’s Suzhou embroidery
was included in the National List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of China in 2006 [63],
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and Zhenhu was also deemed a National Cultural Industry Demonstration Base by the
Ministry of Culture [64]. Zhenhu is therefore the most renowned centre for embroidery in
China. Its products are sold in cities throughout China and in other countries and regions
of the world, such as Japan, South Korea, Southeast Asia, Europe, and the U.S. [65].
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3.2. Research Methods and Data Sources

The authors conducted a preliminary survey in Zhenhu in September 2016, mainly in
the form of field observations, and collected extensive secondary material such as village
records and website information relating to Zhenhu to gain a basic understanding of the
location. A 28-day field survey was conducted in June 2019 using the non-participant
observation method to collect first-hand information about local embroidery practitioners,
ordinary residents’ daily practices, and the local physical landscape. In-depth interviews
were conducted to elicit the perceptions of various groups about the development of
Zhenhu’s Suzhou embroidery, the changes that have occurred, and their levels of identifi-
cation with it. A supplementary survey was conducted in April 2020 with 52 interviews,
35 of which were in-depth. Audio recording was used as much as possible during the
interviews to ensure the integrity of the information. Note-taking was used when inter-
viewees declined to allow their conversations to be recorded. The interviewees included
3 senior craft artists (No. SCR1–SCR3), 10 embroideresses (women or girls who do the em-
broidery) (No. E1–E10), 5 embroidery studio owners (No. ESO1–ESO5), 5 local government
officials (No. GO1–GO5), 3 tourists (No. T1–T3), and 6 local residents (No. R1–R6).
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The interview questions were aimed at understanding the urban construction and
transformation process and the planning and development orientation of Zhenhu, at
identifying changes in public spaces, landscapes, economic activities, cultural activities,
residents’ lives, and Zhenhu’s image, and at examining the perceptions and attitudes of
local people and tourists about the changed Zhenhu. Discourse analysis was used to
understand various actors’ expressions of Zhenhu’s placeness and the social meanings
implied by their discourse. It started with going through all interviews multiple times
to sketch the process of construction of place as a whole, which was followed by an in-
depth immersion into each statement in its context to highlight significant narratives.
The interview text, in the second stage, was decontextualized, sorted, and organized
into fragments of meaning [66]. In the third step, the researchers went through all the
meaningful corpus fragments several times to determine the framework of the analysis.
Fourthly, researchers categorized meaningful segments of the corpus within the research
framework and identified significant statements. In the fifth step, authors reflect upon
the corpus of the significant statements to Generalize specific conclusions, which were
subsequently reintegrated to forms the basic structure of the analysis in the sixth step. To
ensure credibility and trustworthiness, data analysis and interpretation were triangulated
among the authors [67]. The first author transcribed the records, categorized the transcripts
into fragments of meaning, identified significant statements within each analysis fields.
This process was repeated by the second author and triangulated with the first author [68].
The third author brought reflexivity to the analysis and interpretation. Conclusions were
developed based on a consensus among the authors [69].

4. Findings

Suzhou embroidery in Zhenhu dates back more than 2500 years. The craft devel-
oped over a long time and was very common as early as the Warring States period
(475–221 B.C.). In Zhenhu, ‘In every boudoir there is an embroidery stand, and every
woman and girl is skilful at needlework’ [70]. Suzhou embroidery enjoyed its peak in the
Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) and the Qing Dynasty (1636–1912), when embroidery products
were very popular with the royal families. The folk embroidery of the time was rich and
colourful, and was widely used for clothing, costumes, quilt covers, pillowcases, shoes,
satchels, fan bags, etc., with patterns symbolising festivity, longevity, and good luck [71].
The numerous wars between the late Qing Dynasty and the Republic of China period
(1912–1949) prevented any substantial further development of embroidery [72]. From
the founding of the People’s Republic of China to the beginning of the Cultural Revo-
lution (1949–1967), production recovered and enthusiasm for culture and art gradually
returned. Many high-quality embroideries resulted, and in the 1960s, Suzhou embroidery
was produced throughout the suburbs of Suzhou [73]. During the decade-long Cultural
Revolution (1968–1978), embroidery artisans suffered, many traditional pattern materials
were destroyed, and the development of embroidery again came to a halt [74].

After the Cultural Revolution, Suzhou embroidery enjoyed a period of recovery and
development, but as traditional handicrafts require great patience and perseverance, the
skill declined rapidly under the impact of industrialisation, with fewer young people
engaged in Suzhou embroidery. The villages and towns where traditional Suzhou embroi-
dery was concentrated rapidly disappeared [15]. Dongzhu Sub-district and Tong’an Town
around Zhenhu share the same embroidery tradition [75,76], but in recent years, Dongzhu
has shifted its production focus from handicrafts to high-tech products, and Tong’an Town
has focused on the development of modern agriculture and eco-tourism because of its
extensive agricultural resources [77,78]. Embroidery has disappeared from Dongzhu and
Tong’an, and Zhenhu is now the only area of traditional Suzhou embroidery production
remaining in Suzhou.

Zhenhu’s embroidery industry and the Suzhou embroidery culture evolved from a
state of complete stagnation to another golden age over the 40 plus years since the end of
the Cultural Revolution. The development of embroidery skills, numerous innovations,
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and robust market demand have led to the revitalization of traditional handicrafts in
Zhenhu. This study focuses on this historical process and analyses the construction of
placeness in terms of physicality and culture, as driven by the revival of handicrafts in
contemporary society.

4.1. Construction of the Physical Space Form

Physical changes in the place chosen for the case study mainly occurred in public
spaces. Although the appearance and style of newly constructed residential areas in private
spaces have changed, these are consistent with changes in public spaces, so the construction
of public spaces is our main focus.

4.1.1. Reproduction of Public Spaces

The revival of traditional handicrafts and the reproduction of local public spaces
are two mutual and embedded development processes. The focus of this study is on the
development of Zhenhu’s Suzhou embroidery from a state of complete stagnation to the
re-establishment of embroidery culture after the rapid development following the end of
the Cultural Revolution. The changes to the public spaces of the place are closely related to
the revival (Figures 2 and 3). The process can be roughly divided into three stages.
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Slow development stage (1978–1993): The traditional home-based handicraft of
Suzhou embroidery, which was dormant during the Cultural Revolution, began to re-
cover, and the decentralised home-based, workshop-style craft production and operation
were restored [15]. During this period, rural women continued their embroidery skills at
home in their spare time. They worked for collective embroidery stations in villages and
towns in exchange for a small fee that helped with their household expenses (Past scenes
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were pieced together from the memories of several local interviewees). The development
of embroidery during this period had no significant impact on public spaces. As a tra-
ditional agricultural area, Zhenhu was a disorderly mixture of farmland and residential
buildings [62], which were scattered and unplanned, so the overall landscape was not
particularly conducive.
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Rapid development stage (1994–2006): Private self-employed households gradually in-
creased in number, private embroidery factories emerged to conduct small-scale specialised
production and sales, and embroidery gradually changed from a household sideline to a
private sector of the self-employed [72]. To meet the needs of this developing embroidery
industry, the Zhenhu government built Embroidery Street, which provided specialised
market buildings and centralised fixed business premises for Zhenhu’s embroideresses [79].
This led to major changes in the form and function of the place’s physical spaces. First, a
central focus began to emerge in the place. Embroidery Street has become the centre and
main street of Zhenhu, with the busiest daily pedestrian flow. The memorial archway at
the entrance of Embroidery Street has become symbol of the place: ‘There was no landmark
in Zhenhu before. Now the memorial archway of Embroidery Street is a landmark’ (R2); ‘This is
the core of Zhenhu and the most popular street’ (R5). Second, in terms of physical form, the
place has transformed from farmland and residential buildings to modern commercial
streets and large-scale architectural edifices. In terms of functionality, it has changed from
an agricultural production space to a functionally complex public space, which is not
only a place where handicrafts are produced, sold, and inherited, but also a space where
local residents live and interact: ‘Embroidery Street is a street whose development we have been
concentrating on since 1998, and now it has become the business and commercial centre of all of
Zhenhu. It provides an important platform for the development of the embroidery industry, forms an
industrial integration development belt, and integrates the important multifunctions of commerce,
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business, exhibition, and exchanges’ (GO2). Third, the formerly fragmented and decentralised
distribution pattern of the productive public spaces has transformed into a clustered pat-
tern. Embroideresses practiced traditional embroidery at home, but Embroidery Street now
brings together more than 300 embroidery studios [61], thus concentrating the production
that was previously scattered across rural areas. The establishment of Embroidery Street
has introduced industrial cluster-type development to embroidery.

Comprehensive revitalisation stage (2007–present): The embroidery talent base has
continued to grow [80], and ordinary embroidery workers have developed into embroidery
artists whose skills are constantly updated [81], and thus, Zhenhu’s Suzhou embroidery
culture has entered another golden age. The handicraft revival has shifted from industrial
to cultural as the embroidery culture has received more public attention. Related cultural
events such as exhibitions, forums, and competitions are now held in Zhenhu, and festivals
and events have further promoted Zhenhu’s Suzhou embroidery culture [81]. The structure
and function of the place’s public spaces have changed and are reflected in the following
aspects. First, the construction of physical platforms or centres of embroidery culture
has increased, and two major projects have been implemented: the Chinese Embroidery
Art Gallery and the Zhenhu Embroidery Art Display Center [82]. The Art Gallery is a
venue for events and has become the place’s cultural activity centre, and the Art Center
showcases and sells high-end embroidery products [61,79]. Second, the aesthetics of public
spaces have improved significantly. The Chinese Embroidery Art Gallery, integrating
resources such as Embroidery Street and a Creative Embroidery Workshop, became a
national AAAA tourist attraction in 2013 (The term “National AAAA tourist attraction”
is a scenic spot grading given according to <Standard of rating for quality of tourist
attractions > (No.: GB/T 17775-2003), which specifies five scenic spot grades, respectively,
AAAAA, AAAA, AAA, AA, and A in the descending order) [83]. The core neighbourhoods
have also undergone many rounds of improvement in terms of appearance and facilities,
including comprehensive improvement programs for memorial archways, road greening,
store images, waste pipe network settings, and street light landscapes [84]. Zhenhu no
longer has the appearance of an agricultural town: ‘In the past, there were only farmland
around Embroidery Street, and the roads were dirt roads. Now the place as a whole looks very neat,
much more beautiful than before. It has also become a scenic spot with green spaces and sculptures
on the street. Public bus services are provided, so it’s very convenient for us to get around’ (R3).

In summary, the revival of traditional handicrafts has gone through the three-stage
development process of the recovery of home-based handicrafts–industrial revival–cultural
revival. Driven by the development of the embroidery industry, Zhenhu’s local government
initiated large-scale neighbourhood construction and space reconstruction. The form and
function of the place and its physical appearance have generally changed for the better as a
result. The revived public spaces integrate productive, living, and aesthetic functions. The
place now has a centre and a landmark. The spatial distribution of the embroidery industry
has changed from fragmented and decentralised to a clustered pattern. Zhenhu is no longer
an agricultural town in appearance and has become a modern, urban, built-up area.

The change in production space boosts the production and trading efficiency of
traditional handicraft, injects vigor to economic growth, and increases the incomes of the
residents by creating more jobs. The change in the public space in Zhenhu solves issues
such as inconvenient traffic, lacking sewage treatment facilities and infrastructures, and
poor living conditions, improving the local operation mechanism. All these efforts make
Zhenhu a convenient, comfortable, and safe living area with sound environments. These
changes are essential to build a sustainable community.

4.1.2. Reformulation of Local Landscapes

To address the public’s geographical imagination of Suzhou embroidery, low-rise
residential buildings in Zhenhu neighbourhoods have been transformed into exquisite
classical buildings in the Jiangnan style, which has changed the local architectural land-
scape. Embroidery Street has a grand welcome archway at its entrance and is lined with
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white-washed buildings with black tile roofs and flickering palace lanterns (Figure 4). The
art gallery’s appearance is reminiscent of a patterned classical and quaint Suzhou garden
(Figure 5). However, this style is not the traditional architectural form of Zhenhu. The
buildings in Zhenhu were traditionally low, rambling farmhouses with no such white walls
and black tiles, as it was an agriculture-dominated and modest town [62]: ‘In the past, there
was no such memorial archway in Zhenhu. It was all farmland, and the houses were very ordinary,
without distinctive features’ (R2). Suzhou embroidery is the cultural symbol of Suzhou. The
public perception of Suzhou embroidery involves the geographical imagining of Suzhou
and Jiangnan [85,86]. Applying the Jiangnan architectural style to Zhenhu fits with the
public geographical imagination of the origin of Suzhou embroidery, and thus creates a
complete local cultural image. This architectural landscape later became a symbol of the
place. This symbol has been constantly reinforced in the process of projecting the place’s
image to the outside world, and it has become an important medium for portraying the
local image. Thus, Zhenhu’s landscape has been transformed and its placeness has also
changed accordingly.
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With its reformulated local architectural landscape, Zhenhu presents a comprehensive
display of the Suzhou embroidery culture, thus forming a cultural landscape of Suzhou
embroidery that includes elements such as production areas, workplaces, producers, and
Jiangnan buildings. Embroideresses previously stood in long queues at embroidery stations
to collect their work and deliver their products. Their embroidery was produced in private
spaces (Various events throughout the history were summarized according to memories
of several local interviewees) and therefore did not constitute a cultural landscape in
public spaces. Various exhibits highlight Suzhou embroidery culture, and an extremely
accessible cultural landscape has thus come into being in Zhenhu. Public sculptures
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depict embroidery scenes (Figure 6), embroideresses can be watched at work in their
studios and private art galleries along the street, and the Chinese Embroidery Art Gallery
presents a comprehensive view of Suzhou embroidery culture through images, objects,
texts, and guided visits (Figure 7). Exhibitions feature exquisite embroidery products, the
embroidery process, pattern designs and their meanings, important figures and events,
and tool evolution (Presented as observed during the survey). The art gallery also offers
a variety of experiences: ‘The Chinese Embroidery Art Gallery is built like a classical garden
of Suzhou. There is a teahouse in the gallery, where you can listen to the qin (a local musical
instrument) and drink tea. You can experience Suzhou embroidery courses. There are experienced
local embroideresses to guide you. Even novices don’t have to worry about not being able to
embroider’ (T1).
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Thus, the form of public spaces in Zhenhu has changed significantly, and the archi-
tectural landscape has changed from the traditional rural to a classical Jiangnan style
architecture to appeal to the public geographical imagination. A rich and accessible Suzhou
embroidery cultural landscape has thus developed in the place. The China Embroidery Art
Museum was built in Zhenhu to attract the visitors who are interested in the Suzhou em-
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broidery culture, creating favorable conditions for tourism development. At the same time,
the booming of the Suzhou embroidery culture greatly depends on the development of
tourism, which poses both opportunities and challenges for local sustainable development.

What is worth exploring is that this kind of implanted local landscape reconstruction
currently only covers the core area of Zhenhu’s well-developed region, leaving the sur-
rounding area in its most original features, as observed by the researchers during the field
survey. There is a distinct dividing line between the landscapes of both areas, and they are
not perfectly coordinated. Therefore, although local residents accept landscape implanta-
tion, foreign landscapes undermine the holism of the local landscapes, fragmenting the
continuity among local landscapes.

4.2. Programming of Activities in the Place
4.2.1. Development of Production Activities

Embroidery Street provides exhibition and sales spaces for the embroidery industry,
and this change of physical space has led to the development of embroidery production
activities.

The main change is the emergence of ‘store-in-front-and-workshop-behind’ style of
embroidery studios. This new approach has replaced the original home-based workshop
and has led to an increase in production and marketing efficiency. The new style of
embroidery studio consists of a store in front for exhibiting and selling embroidery products
and a workshop at the back (Figure 8). Before Embroidery Street was built, the most
common approach was the home-based workshop mode of production and sales. The
embroideresses made and sold embroidery products at home or at private workshops: ‘In
the past, you could see an embroidery stand in front of every house in the village. Most embroideresses
worked in the courtyards of their homes during the day and night’ (E2); ‘In the past, we had no place
to do business, and we didn’t have a good marketing strategy. Buyers came to visit us at home [to see
goods and negotiate prices] attracted by our products. It was not convenient’ (ESO2). Embroidery
studios not only produce and sell embroidery products but also provide technical training
to embroideresses and have thus become multi-functional embroidery spaces.

Sustainability 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 24 
 

breakthrough’ (SCR3); ‘Every family in Zhenhu used to have four or five children, now it has only 

one [due to China’s one-child policy]. If she doesn’t learn embroidery, her mother’s craft won’t pass 

on’ (SCR1). The Zhenhu Embroidery Association has held embroidery workshops and 

competitions since the revival of the industry, and larger embroidery studios conduct 

training and provide multiple channels for learning embroidery skills [88]. Thus, various 

channels for the transmission of embroidery skills now coexist in Zhenhu: ‘The association 

organises more than a dozen or twenty embroidery workshops every year. If young people want to 

learn embroidery, we can match them up by finding teachers and platforms’ (GO3). 

The local production practice has therefore changed. The home-based workshop ap-

proach mode of production was first transformed into the ‘store-in-front-and-workshop-

behind’ studio-based style. Innovation and creativity in the industry have also improved. 

The transmission of embroidery skills has evolved from solely through the family to mul-

tiple channels, and the inheritance of skills has become more stable. All of these changes 

have resulted from the shift in handicraft production from a household sideline to a more 

industrialised approach. In addition, the development of Suzhou embroidery culture pro-

vides references on dynamic inheritance and sustainable development of intangible cul-

tural heritage. 

  
(a) (b) 

Figure 8. (a) Production activities in an embroidery studio; (b) An Embroideress embroiders care-

fully. 

4.2.2. Transformation of the Local Lifestyle 

The revival of handicrafts has had a profound impact on the daily life of residents, 

which is mainly reflected in changes to their livelihoods and social interactions. 

First, their lifestyles have been modernised as a result of the changes to their liveli-

hoods. Farmers in Zhenhu used to earn their livings mainly through crop farming, along 

with fishing and embroidery. As the embroidery industry has developed and expanded, 

it has become the main occupation and source of income. Increasingly, more Zhenhu res-

idents are engaged in embroidery-related activities, such as sales, mounting, transporta-

tion, and the supply of fabrics and silk threads: ‘I used to do business in other towns. When 

the embroidery business in my hometown refreshed, I came back to do sales and tend the store. Now 

most of my family’s income comes from embroidery’ (ESO5). The change of livelihood has led 

to lifestyle changes. The lives of Zhenhu residents were based around traditional agricul-

ture and they worked from sunrise to sunset and were only engaged in embroidery in 

their spare time. Now embroidery has become a full-time occupation, and embroideresses 

commute to and from work: ‘When I was a child, embroideresses embroidered in their spare 

time. Now, in more than 400 embroidery studios, embroideresses are almost whole-heartedly dedi-

cated to the career’ (SCR1); ‘Although we live in the countryside, we live the life of office workers 

in the city. We come to work at 7 a.m. and leave at 4:30 p.m. every day’ (E6). Many embroider-

esses have moved from the countryside to the towns: ‘My hometown is in Mashan Village. 

Figure 8. (a) Production activities in an embroidery studio; (b) An Embroideress embroiders carefully.

Innovation and creativity in the industry have also improved. Embroideresses in
Zhenhu no longer simply create products but are now involved in product design and
brand creation. This signals the beginning of the transformation of the industry: ‘In the
past, we all did odd jobs. Now I have my own embroidery studio, and I can choose and design my
own patterns’ (ESO4). Innovations in subjects, patterns, and styles have emerged in the
studios, bringing Suzhou embroidery more in line with modern aesthetics. Products can
be customised, and embroidery skills are constantly updated. Zhenhu embroideresses
have invented various new stitching methods and have obtained patents. Over 20 kinds of
Suzhou embroidery stitches are currently used: ‘Historically, Suzhou embroidery have made
great artistic achievements, but there are excellent embroiderers in every era. In recent years, the
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techniques and themes of Zhenhu’s Suzhou embroidery have been evolving, and we are all learning
and innovating’ (SCR3).

The transmission of embroidery skills has also evolved from being solely through
the family to a combination of channels, and the inheritance of skills has become more
stable. Zhenhu girls generally learn embroidery through the family tradition of mothers
teaching daughters and women teaching their husbands’ younger sisters [87]. This family
tradition is unstable, as the learnt skills are limited by those of their mothers: ‘I picked up the
needle at the age of six and learned to embroider flowers from my mother. This is how girls of our
generation started embroidering’ (SCR2); ‘Under my mother’s wings, it is difficult for me to make
a breakthrough’ (SCR3); ‘Every family in Zhenhu used to have four or five children, now it has
only one [due to China’s one-child policy]. If she doesn’t learn embroidery, her mother’s craft won’t
pass on’ (SCR1). The Zhenhu Embroidery Association has held embroidery workshops
and competitions since the revival of the industry, and larger embroidery studios conduct
training and provide multiple channels for learning embroidery skills [88]. Thus, various
channels for the transmission of embroidery skills now coexist in Zhenhu: ‘The association
organises more than a dozen or twenty embroidery workshops every year. If young people want to
learn embroidery, we can match them up by finding teachers and platforms’ (GO3).

The local production practice has therefore changed. The home-based workshop
approach mode of production was first transformed into the ‘store-in-front-and-workshop-
behind’ studio-based style. Innovation and creativity in the industry have also improved.
The transmission of embroidery skills has evolved from solely through the family to
multiple channels, and the inheritance of skills has become more stable. All of these changes
have resulted from the shift in handicraft production from a household sideline to a more
industrialised approach. In addition, the development of Suzhou embroidery culture
provides references on dynamic inheritance and sustainable development of intangible
cultural heritage.

4.2.2. Transformation of the Local Lifestyle

The revival of handicrafts has had a profound impact on the daily life of residents,
which is mainly reflected in changes to their livelihoods and social interactions.

First, their lifestyles have been modernised as a result of the changes to their liveli-
hoods. Farmers in Zhenhu used to earn their livings mainly through crop farming, along
with fishing and embroidery. As the embroidery industry has developed and expanded, it
has become the main occupation and source of income. Increasingly, more Zhenhu resi-
dents are engaged in embroidery-related activities, such as sales, mounting, transportation,
and the supply of fabrics and silk threads: ‘I used to do business in other towns. When the
embroidery business in my hometown refreshed, I came back to do sales and tend the store. Now
most of my family’s income comes from embroidery’ (ESO5). The change of livelihood has led to
lifestyle changes. The lives of Zhenhu residents were based around traditional agriculture
and they worked from sunrise to sunset and were only engaged in embroidery in their
spare time. Now embroidery has become a full-time occupation, and embroideresses
commute to and from work: ‘When I was a child, embroideresses embroidered in their spare time.
Now, in more than 400 embroidery studios, embroideresses are almost whole-heartedly dedicated
to the career’ (SCR1); ‘Although we live in the countryside, we live the life of office workers in the
city. We come to work at 7 a.m. and leave at 4:30 p.m. every day’ (E6). Many embroideresses
have moved from the countryside to the towns: ‘My hometown is in Mashan Village. Our
land has been transferred to the cooperative. My whole family live in Xiu’an Garden Community in
the town. My child goes to a primary school in the town, my husband works as a security guard in
the town, and the parents help run the embroidery business’ (ESO2).

Second, the revival has stimulated local social interaction and has helped to open up
the formerly closed agricultural society of Zhenhu. Frequent cultural exchanges between
local people now occur, and residents’ social networks have expanded. The increase in
embroidery-related cultural events in Zhenhu, including exhibitions, forums, competi-
tions, and festivals, has promoted the spread and communication of Zhenhu’s Suzhou
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embroidery culture. Suzhou has held the Chinese Embroidery Culture and Art Festival
every April since 2008, with Zhenhu as the main venue, and has become an important
local cultural event [89]: ‘We are committed to ensuring the success of the Chinese Embroidery
Culture and Art Festival and making it truly a national embroidery culture and tourism event.
The embroidery culture and art festival is very helpful for promoting the Suzhou embroidery brand
of Zhenhu’ (GO3). Tourists now visit Zhenhu and the Chinese Embroidery Art Gallery
as part of their road trips and buy Suzhou embroidery products, and residents provide
services such as catering, accommodation, and embroidery demonstrations and classes,
thus enabling them to establish contacts with people from outside of the local area. Thus,
the social networks of local people have greatly expanded.

In summary, the traditional farming lifestyle of Zhenhu residents has been modernised
and urbanised by the revival and development of handicrafts. The handicraft industry
brings about an easier life and improves living conditions, which helps prevent population
outflow, solve the issue of family separation, and eliminate hidden community threats.
This is conducive to community stability.

4.3. Constructing the Meaning of Places

The meaning of a place represents a cultural dimension that acquires ever-changing
cultural connotations in the process of constant interaction between the place and the
external world and people [90]. It suggests the unique character of the place and how it is
understood. The study found significant changes in the perceptions of place, in terms of
Zhenhu’s image and identity.

4.3.1. Changes in the Perceptions of the Place Image

The public perception of Zhenhu has changed dramatically. Zhenhu was relatively
underdeveloped economically before the revival of Suzhou embroidery, lacking any repre-
sentative sites, relics, or iconic symbols: ‘In the past, people knew little about Zhenhu. There was
nothing special, and it was very poor’ (R1); ‘Before there were many embroidery businesses along
the Taihu Lake, and embroidery was not unique to Zhenhu’ (GO1). After the expansion of the
market, Zhenhu gained broad cultural influence and popularity, and Suzhou embroidery
now represents Zhenhu’s unique label: ‘With the popularity of Suzhou embroidery growing,
more and more people have come to know Zhenhu and know that embroidery is produced here’
(R4); ‘Now when people talk about Suzhou embroidery, they will mention Zhenhu, and vice versa’
(T2). Thus, Zhenhu has shaped its image as a ‘Suzhou embroidery town’. In addition
to the construction of its architectural and cultural landscapes, Zhenhu also projects a
beautifully tranquil image consistent with the characteristics of classical women in ancient
China, which shapes public imagination about the place and the perceptions of it. Figure 9
shows scenes of a promotional video being shot in the embroidery art gallery, with em-
broideresses dressed in traditional cheongsams working in a lakeside pavilion. Zhenhu is
then associated with colourful silk threads, beautiful embroideresses, tranquil scenes, and
natural scenery, which encourages a romantic and positive public perception of the place.
In various promotional videos, as well as film and television works, embroidery-related
scenes are managed artistically in this way. However, this also brings the effect of unrealis-
tic and over-edited aesthetics to the construction of local image. In fact, embroideresses do
not perform their craft outdoors; also, embroidery is more laborious rather than romantic.
These are all done for the sake of marketing and “packaging” the location.

In summary, the public perception of Zhenhu has changed profoundly from an initial
lack of knowledge to the current distinct image of a ‘Suzhou embroidery town’, and
it now has a place image characterised by the quiet and beautiful temperament of the
Chinese women of ancient times, although there are concerns about over-glamorization
and inauthenticity.
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4.3.2. Enhancing Residents’ Sense of Place

The place has become more important for residents. The development of the em-
broidery industry has improved the available resources and provided more employment
opportunities and higher incomes, which has strengthened the residents’ economic de-
pendence on the place. In 2018, about 40% of Zhenhu’s population was engaged in
embroidery-related work. The increased personal development opportunities and resource
level reinforces residents’ functional connections with the place: ‘Zhenhu’s Suzhou em-
broidery is growing in popularity and attracts buyers and distributors from all over the country.
The embroidery sales platform here is the best’ (ESO1). The local income level has increased
significantly, and embroidery has become the main source of income for many rural house-
holds in Zhenhu, exceeding that from farming: ‘At present, 75% of the income of farmers in
Zhenhu comes from embroidery’ (GO4). Residents’ intentions toward the place may have
also changed: ‘I was a migrant worker. When the embroidery business started to revival in my
hometown, I came back to tend the store’ (ESO3). The beautification of public spaces and the
improvement of facilities have also increased residents’ functional dependence on the place:
‘It’s much more beautiful than before, and life is easier. There used to be dirt roads in our town. Now
there are wide paved roads and bus services’ (R2). Improved and modernised public facilities
bring convenience to residents, which enhances their quality of life.

They have a more positive perception of cultural heritage, which in turn increases
their sense of place. The inclusion of Suzhou embroidery on the national intangible cultural
heritage list is a recognition of its cultural value. The identification of local residents with
Suzhou embroidery and the place have improved accordingly: ‘In the past, people did not
think highly of embroidery. When children were not obedient, adults would tell them, “If you don’t
study hard, you will have to do embroidery work in the future.” This is akin to sweeping the streets
in other places. They thought that people who had no skills would do this’ (SCR1); ‘I never expected
Suzhou embroidery to have such a high value. Previously, embroidery was a very common and
low-level job here, but now I feel a little proud’ (E1). As a form of cultural heritage, Suzhou
embroidery has gained greater public recognition and attention, and thus the affection
residents feel for the place deepens: ‘At the mention of Suzhou embroidery Zhenhu comes to the
mind. We are full of pride’ (R1).

The transformation of the landscape and the changes to local life did not reduce the
sense of place previously held by some residents. Some thought that no substantial changes
had occurred: ‘We have been living our life (doing embroidery) all along. I do not feel anything
different, except that the environment is better’ (E3). Some residents were aware of the changes,
understood them, and even looked forward to further change: ‘I feel nostalgic (for the old
place), but the place has to develop and change’ (R1); ‘You cannot find a place that’s not changing.
It is for the better, progress’ (R6).
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To sum up, the revival of handicraft is conducive to community stability. This is
consistent with the local sustainable development goals. As the residents have better
understanding about cultural heritages, they would gain a stronger sense of belonging and
identity, and achieve closer contact, both financially and emotionally, with the community.
This helps prevent population outflow and keep the residents better bounded with the
community.

5. Discussion

The above analysis reveals that the revival of traditional handicrafts can bring major
changes to a place in terms of its physical spaces, activities, and meaning. The construction
of placeness and the mechanism in this process are summarized in Figure 10.
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In this context, the process of reformulating the place’s physical spaces involves mod-
ernising public spaces, reconfiguring the architectural landscape, and creating a handicraft-
based cultural landscape. This process not only enhances the existing placeness but also
encourages the transformation toward a new placeness. Through the rapid construction of
modern neighbourhoods and landscaping, the local government reconstructed the form
and function of the place, which led to changes in the place’s activities and its image.
Commercial blocks and large-scale architectural edifices replaced farmland and residen-
tial buildings, low-rise residential buildings transformed into an exquisite Jiangnan-style
classical architectural landscape, and this landscape became a symbol of the place and
a medium through which its image was delivered. Thus, the landscape is transformed
and its placeness has changed. Other studies have shown that the transformation of local
landscape morphology and the spatial function of a place, combined with common spatial
practices, can disconnect the place from local history and social traditions and change its
cultural meaning, leading to a gradual shift toward placelessness [34,91]. However, in
Zhenhu, the evolution of the local landscape did not lead to the dissolution of placeness,
and the transformation of the architectural style is in line with the public geographical
imagination of Suzhou embroidery and has given rise to new landscape features. The
ubiquitous presence of handicrafts in the place is its own expression of placeness, and the
resulting handicraft cultural landscape is a natural extension of placeness. The construction
of spaces is influenced by the development of traditional handicrafts and involves the
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inheritance of, respect for, and the expression of the local history and culture, and the new
local landscapes are therefore integrated with its history and culture. At the same time,
however, it should also be admitted that this embedded local landscape reconstruction is
not perfectly coordinated with the original features, and that there is a distinct dividing
line between the landscape of the well-developed area and that of the rural area, which
entails a winding process of coordination and integration with the original features.

Studies have shown that urban construction and economic and industrial develop-
ment can be a driving force for the dissolution of placeness, as they can lead to a featureless
physical environment, a weak sense of place among residents, and can even bring about
the dissolution of placeness [39]. Placeness has been endowed with new characteristics
and meanings through the development of local industries [10]. The case study of Zhenhu
shows that reviving traditional handicrafts can lead to the development of production in a
place and modernised lifestyles. The effects of this economic and industrial development
can be generalised to other areas, but in Zhenhu, the specific effects have been to update the
organisation and production of the handicraft industry, enhance innovation and creativity
within it, and stabilise the inheritance of handicraft skills. However, the development
of these traditional handicrafts is based on the fact that the majority of residents have
knowledge of the skills through inheritance, which are thus embedded in common percep-
tions and local memories. The construction of place, as driven by handicrafts, therefore
extends history and strengthens the traditional culture and local characteristics, rather than
depriving residents of their sense of place and disconnecting them from history. Some
residents did not perceive that any major changes had occurred to the place, as they had
been working in the handicraft trade all along. For the residents of Zhenhu, the revival
of traditional handicrafts has brought about the beautification of physical spaces and the
improvement of facilities. It has also provided better resources, employment opportunities,
and higher incomes, enabling them to improve their quality of life and broaden their
social networks. The residents’ perceptions of the intangible cultural heritage that they are
personally involved in have also improved, and traditional handicrafts are regarded as a
precious form of heritage. This has strengthened the residents’ local identities, sense of
belonging, and feelings of pride in the place. Surely, the residents also keep some nostalgic
recollections of their past lives, but that’s more of a reminiscent sentiment; the fact is,
residents show a considerate attitude towards changes in the location.

This study also reveals that traditional handicrafts can play an important role in
creating a place’s image and shaping the public’s geographical imagination. The public
perception of Zhenhu has undergone profound changes, from an initial lack of knowledge
to the present clear perception of a ‘Suzhou embroidery town’, and the association of the
place’s image with the quiet and beautiful temperament of Chinese women from ancient
times. This indicates that the features of the place are more distinct than before, and that its
meaning has been strengthened and enhanced. However, we must also be able to notice
the presence of over-polished and unrealistic aesthetics in the process that are aimed at
“packaging” and marketing the location, trading-off the most authentic parts of the location
and heritage.

As discussed above, industrial development in Zhenhu is strictly restricted in order to
protect the Taihu Lake. Polluters such as chemical plants and paper mills are shut down
and relocated. Local GDP ranks at the bottom among all towns in Suzhou. To strike the
balance between economic development and ecological protection, what do the locals do
to get rid of poverty? How can sustainable development be achieved in the areas where
industrial development is strictly restricted? Zhenhu is a good case to study this topic. It
taps into the potential of traditional handicraft, the revival of which contributes to local
sustainable development in the following way (Figure 11).
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The revival of handicraft is conducive to sustainable economic growth. Along with
the upgrade of the production mode, the embroidery industry in Zhenhu grows from
fragmented production to cluster-based production. The family workshops change into
the store-workshop pattern, upgrading the production-sales chain, boosting industrial
efficiency, and meeting the economic growth needs. By shutting down the polluters,
Zhenhu gets rid of the industries that pollute the environment and elevates the local
economic growth. In the absence of industrial economy, the embroidery industry in
Zhenhu witnesses a revenue increase from RMB 270 million in 2002 to RMB 1.29 billion in
2012 [92,93], growing into the local pillar industry.

The local environment gains better sustainability. Zhenhu protects the Taihu Lake
by shutting down all chemical plants, improving the black and odorous water bodies,
and building the sewage discharge network [94]. Zhenhu ensures safe drinking water,
no massive lake flooding, and no massive blue-green algae in the downtown rivers and
lakes [95]. The development of tourism places higher requirements on the quality of
the natural environment. No open-air barbecuing is allowed along the dikes of Taihu
Lake [96]. Zhenhu manages to create more jobs without causing land and resource scarcity
or damaging the environment.

Sustainable communities are built. The revival of traditional handicraft improves
the local operation mechanism, enriches the functions of public space, and solves issues
such as inconvenient traffic, lacking sewage treatment facilities and infrastructures, and
poor living conditions. All these efforts make Zhenhu a convenient, comfortable and safe
living area. The development of tourism contributes to improving the human settlements,
including local landscapes. These changes are essential to build a sustainable community.

Reviving handicraft creates more jobs. The rise of the handicraft industry creates jobs
and business opportunities related to embroidery. The booming tourism industry also
provides jobs. Those who once left Zhenhu returned to their hometown to work or start
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businesses. The handicraft industry boosts economic growth without undermining the
local environment.

The revival of handicraft is conducive to community stability, which is consistent with
the local sustainable development goals. The handicraft industry brings about a growing
economy and improves living conditions, which helps prevent population outflow, solve
the issue of family separation, and eliminates hidden community threats. As the residents
have better understanding about cultural heritages, they would gain a stronger sense of
belonging and identity and achieve closer contact with the community. All these contribute
to building harmonious and stable community.

At the same time, cultural heritage protection boosts cultural diversity, which is
particularly crucial to sustainable development. As stated by the Universal Declaration on
Cultural Diversity, cultural diversity is the source of exchanges, innovation and creation,
and “the key of sustainable human development.” A common challenge in the sector of
intangible cultural heritage protection lies in the lack of inheritors and instable inheritance
channels [97]. In the revival of handicraft in Zhenhu, increased industrial benefits bring
about more incomes to local families, attracting more people to learn these skills. At the
same time, there are changes in the skill inheritance. More channels emerge, ensuring
stable skill inheritance. The growing embroidery industry overcomes the challenge of
insufficient inheritors and provides valuable lessons on cultural heritage.

According to case study, the revival of traditional handicraft contributes to local
sustainable development in the following ways. On one hand, the traditional handicraft
industry has little impact on the environment and relies on the wisdom, creativity, and
manual work of the craftsmen. It will not endanger the environment or cause resource
scarcity, meeting the environmental requirements of sustainable development. On the other
hand, traditional handicraft is both cultural heritage and local industry. The protection and
inheritance of cultural heritage is closely related to the development of local industries. As
a local cultural symbol, cultural heritage helps protect cultural diversity and enhances the
ties between the locals and the community, while local industries bring about a booming
economy. In other words, the development of traditional handicraft involves the social and
economic aspects of sustainable development. It not only fosters natural development but
facilitates the realization of the sustainable development goals.

Based on the local practices in Huzhen, the tourist development of traditional hand-
icraft helps achieve part of the sustainable goals. However, the tourist development of
intangible cultural heritage should be treated with remarkable prudence because negative
impacts have emerged in other cases. For instance, the excessive commercialization of in-
tangible cultural heritages results in the mutations of the culture in the tourist destinations,
which is adverse to sustainable development. Zhenhu is at the early stage of tourist de-
velopment. The development does bring such benefits as natural environment protection,
improved living conditions, more jobs, and closer social contacts. These are in line with the
sustainable development goals. The purchase of the traditional handicraft products will
not undermine the nature of cultural heritage. No cultural shock or subject–object conflicts
happen at this stage. More attention should be paid to the possible negative impact on
sustainable development when the tourism industry matures.

It is worth noting that traditional handicraft is not necessarily a perfect mode to fol-
lowing the sustainable development path. Issues remain with the sustainable development
of Zhenhu: two-thirds of local revenues come from handicraft, and two thirds of local
residents work in the embroidery industry. With a single source of income, Zhenhu is
not flexible enough to deal with an industrial crisis. This is against the requirements
of sustainable development. More pillar industries should be fostered to increase the
income sources.

This study has some limitations. The public spaces, landscapes, and activities in
the place before the revival of handicrafts were traced and pieced together based on
local records and residents’ memories. Primary material was not available, nor were any
authoritative images.
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The construction of the forms of physical spaces in the place, the activities in the place,
and the meaning endowed to it by the intangible cultural heritage of traditional handicrafts
were the focus of this study. The development of different types of intangible heritage will
lead to different effects and changes to the place. For example, traditional performing arts,
folk festivals, and sports may have very different modernising effects on their host heritage
sites. The process and characteristics of each will be unique in their effect on constructing
placeness. Thus, how specific types of intangible cultural heritage construct placeness is
worthy of attention. In addition, interpreting placeness systematically in a broader social
context would be of benefit.

6. Conclusions

In conclusion, traditional handicrafts are rooted in the place, and their revival can
guide the place to return to a greater dependency on the local economy and to engage in
cultural construction. This will ensure the natural continuation of local heritage and culture
and the strengthening and development of placeness. The revival of handicrafts and the
development of the place leads to changes in physical spaces, including the enhancement
of public spaces and characteristic landscapes. The activities of the place will also change,
including the transformation of production and the modernisation of lifestyles. Such
changes are expected and required by local residents, as they provide a sense of security
and belonging and help to develop a sustainable and healthy environment. The formation
of the place image brought about by the revival of traditional handicrafts and the raising
of residents’ awareness of their cultural heritage will improve the quality of placeness
and can lead to extensive developments in the meanings and features of the place. The
revival of traditional handicrafts is thus an important means of resisting globalisation and
homogenisation and maintaining and enhancing placeness.

These local changes exert positive impact on the realization of sustainable goals
by boosting decent work and economic growth, ensuring environmental sustainability,
building sustainable cities and communities, and enhancing community stability and
cultural diversity.
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