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Revisiting the impacts of tourism from the perspective of social space 

production: An ethnological study of the Muslim community in 

Sanya, Hainan Province, China 

‘Tourism’ has been regarded as an essential driving force behind destination 

changes. On reflection, it is essentially not tourism, but the mechanisms 

underlying destination development process that lead to the changes. However, 

very few studies have explored these mechanisms with the majority of work 

simply comparing the pre- and post-tourism stages to conclude the effects of 

tourism on destinations. The current study builds on Lefebvre’s social space 

production epistemology to establish a conceptual framework to decipher the 

mechanisms. It was illustrated using the context of the Muslim community in 

Sanya, Hainan Province, China. Results demonstrate that the dynamic 

relationship between capital, culture and power initiated the production of the 

community space. Capital facilitated the production of ‘spatial practices’, 

which interacted with the ‘representations of space’ dominated by the 

(administrative) power and the ‘representational space’ produced by the 

Muslim culture. Theoretical implications of the framework for social changes 

are also discussed. 

Keywords: tourism impacts; destination change; space production; capital; 

power; culture 
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Introduction 

The global tourism industry has developed rapidly and has led to many social changes over the 

last 50 years (Nicholls, 2004; Pratt, 2011). The impacts of tourism on host communities, which 

present insights into the social changes that occurred therein, have drawn extensive academic 

attention (Getz, 1992; Leiper, 1990; Nunkoo, Smith, & Ramkissoon, 2013; Woo, Uysal, & 

Sirgy, 2018). Deery, Jago and Fredline (2012, p. 65) reviewed the rapid growth of related 

research and claimed that the tourism impact research has been ‘incremental at best, or 

potentially circular’. The emphasis on quantitative approaches and the absence of theoretical 

depth were found to be responsible for the problem (Nunkoo et al., 2013). The present study 

argues that the outcome-based epistemology and the descriptive approach are another two 

essential problems that hinder the advancement of this body of knowledge. 

The outcome-based epistemology studies tourism impact by comparing a destination’s 

pre- and post-tourism development status. Any changes that have taken place between the status 

are attributed to tourism development. This approach is over simplistic and does not pay 

attention to the process, during which the destination undergoes varying changes. Regarding the 

varying outcomes, the relationship between tourism development and host communities came to 

be ambivalent. Sometimes tourism was regarded as a facilitator of economic development, 

intercultural communication and heritage protection (Hampton, 2005; Ishii, 2012). While in 

other situations, tourism was found to produce cultural commercialisation and assimilation 

(Cheer, Reeves, & Laing, 2013; Greenwood, 1989), environmental degradation and social 

conflicts caused by unfair wealth distribution (Inchausti-Sintes, 2015; Pitchford, 1995). 

Consequently, ethnic communities struggle to develop a tourism economy (e.g. Yang, Ryan, & 

Zhang, 2016; Yang, Wall, & Smith, 2008). A comprehensive exploration which theorises the 

destination change process must be conducted to accommodate these variations and posit the 

very role of developing tourism.  

In existing literature, the descriptive approach which refers to examining multiple cases 

for the general rational in varying outcomes is common (Ruhanen, Moyle, & Moyle, 2018). 

Abundant descriptions however are only helpful in either fragmenting the outcomes of 

destination changes or explaining individual scenarios (Mazanec, 2009; McKercher & Prideaux, 

2014). For instance, contextual explanations such as economic level, place identity and public 

media have been identified in different cases (Chen, Lin, & Chiu, 2016; Wang & Chen, 2015). 

No universal rational was generated. The descriptive approach limits the academic rigor in 

theorising destination development. A more effective approach, from a Marxist dialectics view, 

should be a holistic and coherent theoretical framework that is able to abstract the process of 

destination changes so that the underlying drivers and mechanisms can be developed, benefiting 
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all destinations and enlightening tourism impact research (Bao, Chen, & Ma, 2014; Deery et al., 

2012).  

The current study aims to examine the intrinsic mechanisms that underpin the process 

of destination changes by using Lefebvre’s social space production theory (Elden, 2004; 

Harvey, 1989; Stanek, 2008). On the basis of a new and revolutionary ontology and 

epistemology that defines space as the social product in constant production and reproduction, 

this theory regards social change as the dynamic process of space production through a space 

triad (i.e. spatial practices, representations of space and representational space) (Lefebvre, 

1991). Furthermore, it implies that capital, power and culture are the underpinning driving 

forces of the process. The theory was proposed at the industrial stage to build theoretical unity 

to comprehend complex social development and changes. The current study assumed it could 

also provide theoretical implications to the social changes in this tourism era. 

The Muslim community in Sanya, Hainan was a typical context to study tourism impact 

as tourism has been a main economic pillar in the community. Moreover, the sociocultural 

evolution accompanying tourism over recent decades was witnessed as fast, dramatic and 

complex that intertwined various conflicts from politics, power and culture within and outside 

the community. By focusing on a rich context like the Muslim community in Sanya, profound 

insights and holistic understandings can be made regarding tourism impact.  

The contribution of the present study is to advance the current understanding of tourism 

impacts that are essentially based on outcomes and a descriptive approach. It focuses on the 

process of destination change and proposes an alternative framework that involves capital, 

culture and power, as well as the dynamic relationships among them. The social space 

production theory that the framework is based on also provides an alternative lens to investigate 

various other major topics in tourism and hospitality studies.  

Literature review 

Tourism impacts on host communities 

The development of the tourism impact research over the last three decades is limited to the 

linear historical view. This view assumes that ‘time’ is the basic logical premise of social 

development and tourism destinations therefore grow chronologically towards an outcome 

(Duara, 1996). This assumption is demonstrated by two main observations: the outcome-based 

causal deduction and the recursive description of destination changes. The former is illustrated 

using the platforms of Jafari (1989) and Wall and Ali’s (1977) framework. The latter is 

supported by the case-based approach. 



5 

The four platforms of tourism impact proposed by Jafari (1989) are helpful in 

consolidating the trends of relevant studies. The ‘Advocacy Platform’ stressed the economic 

benefits (Redman, 1983) of tourism to communities (Esman, 1984). By contrast, the 

‘Cautionary Platform’ exposed the negative impacts of tourism on the environment, culture, 

lifestyle and identity of the communities (Smith, 1989; Teye, 1993). The ‘Adaptive Platform’ 

emphasised the potential of tourism to protect endangered heritages (Horn & Simmons, 2002) 

and strengthen community identity through intercultural communication (Light, 2007; Medina, 

2003). The ‘Knowledge-based Platform’ adopted the comparable cases by pursuing a 

comprehensive yet contextual understanding of tourism impact (Horn & Simmons, 2002; Woo 

et al., 2018).  

The above four platforms clearly marked the impacts of tourism and highlighted a 

contextual and descriptive trend for this field of study. However, such insights were based on 

comparisons of pre-and post-development stages of tourist destinations, regardless of whether 

they were ‘advocacy platform’ or ‘cautionary platform’. Wall and Ali (1977) also replicated the 

weakness. They categorised tourism impacts into economic, environmental and cultural by a 

visual assessment of the community changes after tourism development. Those outcomes over 

the stages were bluntly attributed to ‘tourism’. The associated drivers, forces and mechanisms in 

the process have not received much investigation. The present study proposes that such an 

outcome-based approach is uninformative to destination changes; a new perspective that focuses 

on the process of destination change is much needed. 

In addition, existing research also suffers from the recursive description of impacts that 

are ineffective in theory deduction. To further understand the complexity of destination 

changes, tourism impact research has shifted from macro generalisation to a micro, case-based 

approach (Biddulph, 2015; Steel, 2012). For instance, Cárdenas-García, Sánchez-Rivero, and 

Pulido-Fernández (2015) suggested to examine economic impacts of tourism development on 

the basis of the destination-specific economic development level. The case-based approach is 

helpful to minimise impact biases (Biddulph, 2015). It has also informed a number of theories 

since the 1970s including assimilation theory (Nash, 1996), development stages theory (Akis, 

Peristianis, & Warner, 1996; Doxey, 1975), social exchange theory (Ap, 1990) and cultural 

reproduction theory (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). However, the theories still focus on linear 

descriptions, contextualise impact discussions and discourage formation of a universal 

theoretical interpretation (Benckendorff & Zehrer, 2013). 

The literature cited above highlights two research gaps concerning tourism impact 

studies: the outcome-based and recursive descriptive approaches. To address these research 

gaps, a distinctive approach that pays attention to the mechanisms during the course of tourism 
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development is needed (Cornet, 2015; Deery et al., 2012; Nunkoo et al., 2013). The current 

study introduces ‘the space production theory’ as an alternative approach.  

Space production theory: A social space epistemology 

In the 1970s, Lefebvre (1991)1 proposed space production theory based on his reflection of 

social changes after World War II, which emphasised the social nature of space. This theory 

maintains that ‘(social) space is (social) product’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 26) where space can be 

considered as dynamic and changeable in social evolution. Lefebvre’s view towards space is in 

contrast with the then general linear historical view, which regarded time as rich, prolific, viable 

and dialectical but space as empty, stereotyped, non-dialectical and static (Foucault, 1986; Soja, 

1996). By contrast the space production theory regarded space as productive with fruitful 

connotations (Lefebvre, 1991; McKercher, Wang, & Park, 2015). Lefebvre’s view (1991) has 

stimulated new epistemology and methodology for urbanology, sociology, geography and 

architecture (Boano, 2015). 

The authors, based on Lefebvre’s seminal work on space production, proposed a 

conceptual framework for the present study. As shown in Figure 1, the framework contains two 

layers, the inner circle and outer circle, with social relations as the core in the middle. Lefebvre 

assigned two important essences to social space in consideration of its productive and 

reproductive nature: the family-based biological relations of reproduction and the labour- or 

organisation-based socioeconomic relations of production. Consequently, social relations 

constitute the core of space production (Harvey, 1989; Lefebvre, 1991; Lin, 2015; Purcell, 

2013). 

The inner circle is based on Lefebvre’s discussions on the spatial triad include spatial 

practices, representations of space and representational space (Elden, 2004). Spatial practices 

or perceived space refers to the ‘production and reproduction, and the particular locations and 

spatial sets characteristic of each social formation’(Lefebvre, 1991, p. 33) such as production 

practices, roads, networks and workplaces. Representations of space or conceived space refers 

to the knowledge and representational relations that enforce social order. It is the dominant 

space in any society controlled by scientists, planners and engineers (Lefebvre, 1991, pp. 38-

39), who impose social order through planning and regulations. Representational space or lived 

space embodies complex symbolisms that are ‘linked to the clandestine or underground side of 

social life’(Lefebvre, 1991, p. 39), such as non-verbal symbols or codes to regulate behaviours. 

According to Lefebvre (1991), three dimensions interact to initiate space production and enact 

                                                           

1The Production of Space was published in 1974 as the Production de l’espace in France and first translated into English in 1991. 
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the production and reproduction of social relations. Hence the relationship between the space 

triad is marked as solid line. 

The outer structure includes capital, power and culture that are informed by the seminal 

work of Lefebvre in relation to the spatial dialectics. Specifically, ‘capital’ included ‘landed 

capital, commercial capital, finance capital - all play a part in practice’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 10). 

It was critical in production practices (Marx, 2011). The nature of capital to pursue circulation 

and appreciation remains unchanged even though production may shift from the things in space 

to space itself (Gottdiener, 1993). Given that capital pursues the greatest surplus value, it 

motivates constant investments in production practices, such as building infrastructures in an 

urban area (Yeung, 1998), which are often accompanied by the continuous destruction and 

reconstruction of physical space. Since representational space is a symbolic use of physical 

space (Lefebvre, 1991), capital may interact with the representational spaces. 

Lefebvre claims that space opens to power negotiation as ‘(space production is) always 

political and strategic’ (Bao, 2003, p. 62). The ‘society as a whole continues in subjection to 

political practice — that is, to state power’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 8). ‘Power’ here then is defined 

as political or governmental enforcement that imposes surveillance and regulates social 

practices (Elden, 2007; Smith & David, 1995). Moreover, the representations of space were also 

argued to subsume power relations (Lefebvre, 1991).  

In the Production of Space, culture was argued to occupy the interstices between 

representations of space and representational space. ‘Culture’ can intervene the lived space 

(representational space) via symbolisms and the long Judaeo-Christian traditions (Lefebvre, 

1991, p. 40). Culture here refers to the traditional culture that includes ‘the customary beliefs, 

social forms, and material traits of a racial, religious, or social group’ (Merriam-Webster, 2019). 

It can be a distinctive and influential aspect in the production of representational spaces (Nash, 

1996). Lefebvre further argued that during the period from the Italian Renaissance to the 

nineteenth century, ‘the representations of space tended to dominate and subordinate the 

religious origins’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 40), which implies the possible connection between 

culture and the representations of space.  

To conclude, the present study conceptualises that capital, (political) power and 

(traditional) culture drive the interplay of the space triad. The negotiation among these 

constructs fundamentally drives the destination change that has taken on various tourism 

initiatives. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework used for the present research: social space production (constructed based on The Production of 

Space of Lefebvre [1991]) 

The social space production framework is helpful in conducting tourism impact 

research for many reasons. Firstly, it is essentially based on Nietzsche’s criticism of the 

traditional linear historical view (Bao, 2003). Hence, it fundamentally addresses the theoretical 

deficit of existing tourism impact research. Secondly, the framework focuses on a change 

‘process’ that includes essential components and their dynamic relationships. This perspective 

can address the problems of fragmentation and the outcome-based approach associated with the 

current tourism impact research. Thirdly, the framework goes beyond case-based description 

and opens up a possible theorisation by including new variables, that is, power, capital and 

culture. Overall, the framework overall provides an alternative lens to understand tourism 

impact.  

Method 

Case introduction2 

The current study focused on the Huihui and Huixin Villages in Phoenix Town, Sanya, Hainan 

Province, China. These adjacent villages are established Muslim communities located near the 

well-known tourist attractions ‘Tianyahaijiao’ and Sanya Bay. They are found within 10 km 

from the Sanya Phoenix International Airport and the city centre (see Figure 2). The two 

                                                           

2The authors published an extensive article regarding space production in Muslim communities that included further details.  
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villages had a total population of over 8,000 (1,198 households) by the end of 20153. Most of 

this population are Muslim descendants who immigrated to Hainan from Vietnam by sea during 

the Song and Yuan Dynasty (A.D. 960 – 1368) to escape from wars and typhoons (Ma, 1998). 

During the last thousand years the population has grown into the largest Islamic community in 

South China.  

The Hui community’s4 Muslim culture and religious practices are distinctive. They 

include daily solemn and holy Islam Bangke, five religious services per day, a pork and alcohol-

free diet, customary female clothing and Arabic expressions written on the outside wall, such as 

‘peace’ or ‘God is the only one’. The two villages have six mosques, namely, the North, 

Northwest, Ancient and East temples in Huihui; and the South and Nankai temples in Huixin, 

which have been repeatedly restored throughout history (Xuan, 2011).  

The Hui community had limited arable land, making them dependent on fishing since 

their early settlement. However, fishing has been prohibited since Sanya Bay became a tourist 

area in 1992. For this reason, tourism has become the only economic production mode for the 

community. Moreover, the last decades have witnessed dramatic social, cultural and economic 

changes of the Muslim community (Xuan, 2011), which renders it an ideal case for studying 

tourism impact. 

 

                                                           

3Source: Economic statistics of Sanya (1994–2015). 

4Muslim in China belongs to a specific ethnic group named Hui, the terms Hui community, Hui individuals, and Hui ethnic group in 
this study all refer to the Muslim community. 
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Figure 2. The geographical location of the Muslim community in Sanya, Hainan Province (source: Google map) 

Data collection 

This study was positioned with a constructivist paradigm upon the social space ontology. An 

ethnological study based on the ‘regressive–progressive’ approach was followed (Lefebvre, 

1991, p. 65), which means ‘starting from that present, working our way back to the past and 

then retracing our steps’(Lefebvre, 1991, p. 66). Investigators first trace back the process of 

development and then elicit the inner rational along the development process. In this study, the 

retrospective depiction of community development was applied to reveal the preconditions and 

driving forces behind the main changes.  

The retrospective depiction of development process requires longitudinal fieldworks on 

the targeted community. From 2003–2018, the leading authors made over nine field trips to the 

Muslim community, each lasting around 1–2 weeks, making a total of fourteen weeks. All the 

trips followed slightly different focal points (see Table 1) and they provided an opportunity to 

observe the longitudinal changes in the two villages.  

 

Table 1. Fieldtrips in the Muslim community in Sanya, Hainan Province 
 

 

Fieldwork Time & duration Main aim 

1 10–21 March 2003 

Investigated the changes of ethnic identities and relations of the 

Muslim community against the background of modernisation 

(Sun, 2004) 

2 5–22 July 2008 Explored tourism impacts on ethnic identities and relations (Sun 

& Chen, 2012) 3 10–19 March 2009 

4 7–17 September 2012 Explored the tourism impacts from the space production 

perspective (Sun & Zhang, 2015) 5 18–31 March 2013 

6 13–20 March 2014 Investigated the impacts of tourism on the elites’ power  

7 20–29 January 2015 Investigated the social adaptation of Muslim migrants  

8 7–14 March 2016 
Investigated the social interaction relations between Muslim 

migrants and local residents 

9 28 March to 6 April 2018 Explored the impacts of religious culture on the social relations 
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The data was mainly collected via non-participant observation and in-depth interviews 

during fieldwork. The authors portrayed themselves as researchers and tourists, such that they 

interviewed key informants to elucidate the historical trajectory and also admired the Muslim 

culture from a tourist’s perspective. In-depth interviews were conducted to understand the 

driving forces behind the development of the community. Interviewees included villagers and 

village governors, who were insiders and key informants, as well as outsiders like migrants 

(entrepreneurs and residents from other villages) and tourists. Thus, the recording of differing 

emic and etic views was ensured (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). The etic view of the research 

problem is as important as the emic view so outsiders such as non-Muslims were also 

interviewed. The etic view could reasonably overcome potential bias provided by the emic view 

and hence create additional and valuable knowledge (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). 

This study used purposeful sampling and convenience sampling. The former was used 

because it provides comprehensive and rich knowledge, in this case the knowledge about the 

process of community development (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2010). The screening question 

for insiders and entrepreneurs was their length of residency in the community, that is at least 

one year’s residency. Convenience sampling was used on tourists and residents from other 

villages who provided complementary knowledge. 

Interview questions were semi-structured with four main parts: (1) How do you 

describe the geographic, economic and cultural changes that happened to your villages since 

your childhood? (2) What are the changes that you have made to your way of living from your 

childhood? (3) What do you think are the major events that have happened during this period? 

(4) How did the villagers react at the main turning points over the past decades and why? (E.g. 

How and why did the two villages participate in the tourism businesses since the Open Policy in 

1978?) Other questions were prompted to extend the understanding of the four key questions. 

Two or three additional interviews were conducted for further confirmation when data 

collection reached saturation (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Each interview lasted between 30 

minutes and 1 hour.  

A total of 78 interviewees participated, including 41 residents in the Muslim 

community, 11 government officials (9 of them are also residents in the Muslim community), 

22 migrants from other places (16 of them are not Muslim) and 4 tourists (details in Appendix 

I). Among them, 51 are male and 27 are female, because most government officials and Mosque 

managers are male. A total of 54 participants were aged 40–75, whereas 24 were between 20 

and 39 year’s old. Such a diverse range of demographic information was helpful to provide 

insights to historical space production. Apart from tourists, all participants were involved in 

tourism related business.  
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Substantial secondary data was also collected from local government agencies (Phoenix 

Town Government, mosques and village committees) and the Internet. They included a book 

entitled Hui Nationality in Hainan, the Kuran, the promotional videotape and materials of the 

Phoenix Town and economic statistics from 1994 to 2015. Notably, the book written by an elite 

in the Muslim community in 2011 provided a comprehensive overview of Hui Villages (Xuan, 

2011) and served as an important supporting historical reference. 

Data reliability issues were examined. One is the recollection bias resulting from 

recalling long past memories. This bias was minimised by triangulating different sources of 

information provided by the interview participants and secondary data (Flick, 2004). Moreover, 

given that the data was collected and analysed in Chinese, language bias may arise when 

translating it into English. To minimise this, the data was kept and analysed in Chinese until the 

reporting stage. Identified themes and direct quotes were translated into English and then back 

to Chinese by the researchers to ensure the accuracy in language (Lam & Hsu, 2004). In 

addition, member checking on the interpretive and descriptive accuracy was conducted during 

the interview process by restating and summarizing information achieved to the participants to 

ensure the data validity (Harper & Cole, 2012).  

Data analysis 

Content analysis, which refers to a method to make valid reference from written, verbal or 

visual messages (Cole, 1988), was adopted. In contrast to other techniques like thematic 

analysis which suits for analysing narrative materials and life stories, content analysis aims to 

achieve exploratory work of an unknown phenomenon like the present study (Vaismoradi, 

Turunen, & Bondas, 2013). By repeatedly getting through the various texts, constructive codes 

and themes, as well as inner relationships could be obtained.  

Content analysis can be used in an inductive or deductive way (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). 

The present study used the deductive content analysis with three main steps: preparation, 

organising and reporting data (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). In the preparation stage, the authors 

transcribed the interviews in Chinese. Participants’ names were coded according to their 

interview number, gender and age to ensure anonymity. For example, F1F40 means a 40-year-

old female who was the first interviewee in the first trip. In the organising stage, the first step 

for deductive content analysis is to develop an analysis matrix. Although this study adopted the 

social space production framework, a relatively flexible structured matrix (see Appendix II) was 

used to capture any unexpected construct (Stemler, 2001). Transcripts and other materials were 

gone through for vivo and vitro codes, which were further grouped and categorised into themes 

according to the matrix. NVIVO 10 was used for coding process.  
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Findings 

Tourism development process of the Muslim community in Sanya 

Tourism development of the Muslim community benefited from the development of Sanya. 

Figure 3 shows the four phases of tourism development in the community, which include 

budding, beginning, stable increase and rapid growth stages. These phases correspond to the 

major turning events and tourists’ arrivals in Sanya. The budding stage took place before the 

implementation of the Chinese Open-Door Policy in Sanya. The life of Hui community was 

then dominated by fishing and farming, which was described as difficult. 

The introduction of the Open-Door Policy in China in 1978 marked the beginning stage 

of the tourism development for Hui community that lasted until 1993.This stage was fostered by 

numerous political and economic events. One was the establishment of Hainan as a province 

and the upgrade of Sanya to a prefecture level city in 1988. These changes attracted direct 

investment from the central government in Hainan, particularly Sanya. A remarkable investment 

was the development of Yalong Bay into a tourism resort in 1992. Approximately one million 

tourists visited Sanya in 1993, which boosted the tourism and hospitality market. Hui residents 

began to take advantage of the opportunity by engaging in tourism-related businesses, including 

transportation services and simple retailing at these tourist attractions. Consequently, the 

Muslim community went through a change from a single production mode of fishing and 

farming to a diversity that included tourism businesses. 

The stable increase stage was between 1994 and 2007, following the construction of the 

Sanya Phoenix International Airport in 1994 and the development of Sanya Bay in 1998. A total 

of 5.4 million tourists visited Sanya in 2007, over four times the 1.3 million visitors in 1997. 

However, the development of hospitality facilities in the established attractions (like Yalong 

Bay and Sanya Bay) was falling behind the fast growth but had to push tourists to surrounding 

areas. Those near the Sanya Phoenix International Airport and the city centre benefited the 

most. Consequently, the Muslim community started to operate family inns as tourists flooded to 

their villages. As a result, Hui’s engagement with tourism progressed from being only 

subordinate to Sanya to a standalone tourism centre. 

The rapid growth of the Muslim community took place during the past decade, 

following the implementation of the International Tourism Island Policy in 2008. It aimed to 

turn Hainan Province into an international seaside resort. Consequently, considerable 

investment was attracted to Sanya particularly to the real estate sector. Investors favoured the 

pleasant climate of Hainan which had an average annual temperature between 23 and 25 

degrees. Increasing number of visitors from cold northern China visited here for winter 
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holidays. Under this wave, the Hui community was becoming an increasingly popular 

destination for Muslim investors and tourists taking advantage of its cultural and religious 

similarities. In 2012 over 10,000 Muslims from Northern China, who were called ‘migrant 

birds’, stayed here for winter holidays. In 2017 the number grew to approximately 20,000. As 

more tourists were coming in, it became imperative for the service providers to accommodate 

the tourists’ sociocultural preferences into catering, transportation, handcrafts and hospitality 

facilities. 

 

*Source: Retrieved from the economic statistics of Sanya (1994–2015) 

Figure 3. Tourism development process of the Muslim community 

Throughout the four phases, the space of the Muslim community went through major 

changes and production. This process included the emergence of various handcraft vendors, the 

normalisation of tourism transportation, landscape changes, religious communication and 

mosque reconstructions. One marked change was a result of the real estate construction boom. 

With over 50 high-rise buildings being constructed, the two villages were transformed instantly 

into a mixture of urban and rural landscape. Some people found it a modernised city: ‘following 

the (real estate) development, life here is just the same as that in my home city’ (F23F40-a 

Muslim from Gansu). However, some people insisted that ‘it is still a small village due to the 

unhealthy and messy development, such as the mixed styles of houses’ (S7M55-a resident of the 

Han group). Many streets in the community featured high-rise buildings on the left and tile-

roofed houses on the right. The next sections focus on the real estate boom to trace the logic of 

space production in the Muslim community. 
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Capital: Invisible hand with limitations 

The building boom catalysed by capital investment in both Sanya and Hui has been formidable 

over the recent decade. The interaction between capital and building practices amongst the 

Muslim community evolved through three main stages: preparation, competition, and 

collaboration. The preparation period (before 1994) witnessed substantial government/public 

investment in the construction of attractions in Sanya and infrastructure improvement both 

outside and inside the Hui community. Many roads were improved or reconstructed along with 

the development of Yalong Bay and the construction of the Sanya Phoenix International 

Airport. These developments accelerated tourism in Sanya and tourism businesses for the 

Muslim community. Hui residents abandoned fishing and farming for the opportunities created 

by tourism. The improved productivity and economic conditions further funded the 

infrastructure development inside community, which in turn prepared for the hotel building 

boom and expansion of the tourist market. 

The competition period occurred during the stable increase stage, when tourism 

reception encroached onto the Muslim community. External corporate capital from well-known 

real estate groups, such as Wanda, Country Garden and the Evergrande began to appear in 

Sanya and Hui community. To accommodate emerging tourists in the community, the external 

capital from inland hotel groups and the internal capital from Hui villagers competed for the 

space and production materials in the community to build hotels. The two villages thus saw 

substantial constructions of hotels, such as the Jiulixiang Hotel, Yilaishun Hotel and Huafang 

Hotel, as well as other hospitality facilities. The capital competition and corresponding hotel 

building boom induced considerable spatial changes in the Muslim community’s landscape: the 

main roads were surrounded by high-rise buildings. 

The collaboration period coincided with the rapid development stage and featured a 

considerable amount of private investment in real estate construction made jointly by outside 

Muslims and local Hui residents. Many villagers used their lands or savings to cooperate with 

investors from other Hui regions of China to build accommodation for winter visitors: ‘Most 

people in our villages have land but lack money. Relying on their small businesses they would 

never be able to accumulate enough money to build their own houses. Hence, through the 

reliance on outside Muslims to finance the building of the houses thereby making money and 

improving our living conditions we can kill two birds with one stone’ (F10M50 - a local mosque 

employee). To attract investors and tourists, the local residents compromised in their 

architecture, resulting in buildings with generic exterior appearances and hotels in varied styles, 

such as hostels and timeshare apartments. 
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Capital is an inherent driving force in the whole production process of ‘spatial 

practices’, and its nature is to maximise the value of a possession. The three stages outlined 

above illustrate that capital performed its vital role in two ways: as an active accelerator of 

production (production logic) and as a passive objective of production (appreciation logic). The 

production logic means the capital was actively used to speed up the production practices. 

Tourism development was initially a top–down strategy for improving the economic 

productivity and local life in Hainan. To achieve this goal, it was essential to improve the 

infrastructure and create a productive environment. A large amount of Government capital 

flowed into the city to effect this change, resulting in effective production practices in Sanya, an 

improved environment, heightened productivity and new production relations for the Muslim 

community: ‘Undoubtedly people in the villages have more friends than before, including some 

out-of-town because of the business’ (S3M22-the son of an owner of a local hotel).  

The appreciation logic posits that capital is the final target of production. As Marx 

(2011) revealed, the circulation of capital never ends. New social relations and, thus, new 

spatial practices (i.e. tourism development) aim to achieve further capital appreciation. For 

example, the building boom in the Hui community was the result of joint ventures between the 

accumulated internal capital and the external capital (corporate and private) to achieve higher 

surplus capital value. The pursuit of additional capital was the primary cause of Hui 

community’s transformation from a self-sufficient fishing economy to a promising service 

economy. In this appreciation logic, attractions and infrastructures constructed in Sanya and the 

various accommodations in the Muslim community were used as ‘production materials’ for 

generating additional benefits.  

The circulation of capital in the community was not unscrupulous, and many of the new 

buildings maintained Muslim cultural signs. Arab logos or words and ‘Dome and Moon’ 

decorations can still be found in every new building, but they have become internal displays. 

Arabic words were no longer displayed on the walls outside; instead, they were moved to 

personal rooms to suit the aesthetic preferences of tourists from other cultural backgrounds. 

This change illustrates the collaboration between the capital and representational space of the 

community. Moreover, the capital sources were largely constrained by local culture to be 

Muslim investors: ‘There are too many high buildings with 7–8 stories in our village, at least 

70 to 80. Most of them are financed by outsiders and co-constructed with the locals. Certainly, 

those outsiders are all Muslims from other parts of China, like Xinjiang and Gansu, et al.’ 

(F11M49-a local resident with a family hotel).  

In addition, the Muslim cultural codes had impacts on the capital distribution. In 

accordance with the doctrine of helping others, cash given to newly married couples in the local 
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community has been increasing significantly every year. Young newlyweds can receive 1–2 

million yuan from the villagers, especially rich ones, which they use to invest in constructing 

guesthouses to improve their living conditions. This act of helping others contributes to capital 

redistribution and may positively alleviate the segregation between the rich and the poor. Thus, 

‘the good relationship among the villagers remained over time’ (F30M30-a local resident).  

Power: Control and being tactical 

The production and construction practices in Muslim community has also been influenced by 

power bodies in the form of numerous planning and regulations imposed by the Chinese 

government since 1988.  

      The planning set guidelines for production practices in the Muslim community. The 

Master Planning of Sanya (1995–2010) is an important turning point that established the key 

tone of tourism development in the whole area. With the aim to ‘construct Sanya as a modern 

international coastal city’, the master plan introduced several detailed plans, such as the 

development of Yalong Bay, urban infrastructure, the Sanya Phoenix International Airport and 

Sanya Bay. Overall, the whole city Sanya was regulated to develop tourism industry. 

Consequently, the Hui community transformed its production and construction including the 

real estate boom into tourism focused. 

Rules and regulations normalised construction practices. The International Tourism 

Island Policy in 2008 propelled the building boom to expand horizontally and vertically. The 

stories of the newly built flats went increasingly high in Sanya and the Hui community, with 

most of them in Sanya reaching 12 stories or above. Interestingly, most buildings within the two 

villages were around 8 stories: ‘The government regulated the building height in our villages to 

be less than 8 stories because the airport is nearby. A 12-story flat along the Phoenix Road was 

destroyed days ago. Some investors challenged the regulation, but neither the Muslim migrants 

nor tourist intend to buy at the risk of breaking the regulations’ (F31M60- a local resident).  

The implementation of government power was not always straightforward due to 

possible resistance from the Muslims. This forced a more tactful or flexible fashion of 

implementing blanket policies in the Muslim community. For example, the scope of the 

community plan in the Master Planning of Sanya (1995–2010) excluded the Muslim 

community. This is because ‘it was difficult to control the directions of the two villages because 

of their special culture’ (S1M40-a staff of Phoenix Town Government). The Master Plan 

‘initially planned to build the Muslim square of this community into an Islamic street that 

mainly serves Muslim tastes’ (F12M35-a government staff in Phoenix Town). It faced strong 

resistance from the two villages, because they ‘do not want to commercialise their faith or be 
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forced to sell pork, which is against their religion’ (F10M50-a local mosque employee). 

Consequently, the planning autonomy had to be returned to the hands of the Hui community. 

Another example of the ‘tactical’ power is manifest through the implementation of the 

Rural Land Contract Law of the People’s Republic of China (2002) and the Management of 

Rural Land Circulation of the People’s Republic of China (2005). Both laws prohibited trading 

in flats that are built on rural homesteads because of no proper land registry. The government 

however turned a blind eye to the trading as long as the flat construction did not hinder the 

operation of the Sanya Phoenix International Airport. Behind this was economic benefits 

brought by flat trading: ‘How to say; the government is not very strict. They are clever. Tens of 

millions were invested in buildings without proper land registry. Otherwise, no one would 

invest’ (S4M45-a hotel manager from other provinces). 

From Lefebvre’s view, space has a political dimension in that planners and engineers 

construct social order through plans and regulations. The government has the power to drive the 

production of ‘representations of space’ in the Muslim community. Through the incentivised 

policies, the government encouraged capital investment and regulated production practices. 

However, it should be noted that the government power was challenged by Muslims’ collective 

practices. Consequently, the power had to be tactical to ensure success in economic 

development for Sanya.  

Culture: Inward-oriented consolidation and outward-oriented negotiation  

The Muslim religious culture and its network development were also shown as an important 

dimension in the community space production. For example, the renovation and reconstruction 

of six mosques were the priorities during the building boom. The Ancient Temple was 

reconstructed in 2010 with a budget of 7 million yuan. In 2012, a grand temple appeared in the 

centre of Huihui Village, which was several times larger than what it was before. It was done in 

the distinct Arabic style, with a minaret pointing towards the sky on four corners, the moon 

decoration on top and carved patterns inside the hall. It is phenomenal in its own purpose, but it 

demonstrated the Muslim’s strong cultural influence in negotiating the community’s space. This 

influence is represented by inward-oriented and outward-oriented dimensions, as discussed 

below. 

These newly built Mosques have helped to consolidate Islam culture inwardly. As the 

clandestine or underground side of the Muslim community, culture is symbolised by signs and 

codes that may appear on houses and mosques, thereby producing a community’s 

‘representational space’. Spiritually and practically, these symbols consolidate cultural identity 

by providing a consensus for religious communication and practices (e.g. daily prayer and 
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traditional festivals): ‘Some traditional festivals, such as Ramadan, Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, 

are still celebrated every year as the biggest event in our villages’ (F25M30-a local resident).  

Moreover, the mosques enhanced the religious relations of the Hui community with 

other Muslim groups through socioeconomic production and biological reproduction. For 

example, the Ancient Mosque, which cost 7 million yuan to build in 2010, ‘was funded by the 

Hui nationalities all over the world’ (F36M63-a local resident), so were the reconstructions of 

the South Temple in Huixin and the North Temple in Huihui. These actions strengthened the 

connections of the Hui community in Sanya with Muslims worldwide. They also encouraged 

transregional marriages within Muslims in China, including a Muslim (S16M42-a Muslim from 

Liaoning) from Liaoning Province who married a woman in Huihui Village. Moreover, the Hui 

residents revealed that four international Muslim marriages with other Arab countries have 

occurred in the last decade. These practices enhanced the religious order in Hui community: 

‘The identity of our community has been enhanced a lot by communicating with other Hui 

groups in northern China and worldwide. Otherwise, we would have been converted into 

Chinese’ (F36M63–a local resident). 

Mosques also represent an autonomous cultural organisation for outward negotiation. 

Although the state and central governments impose macro-control, mosques have imams and 

mosque committees who have absolute influence over the community’s daily life: ‘The villagers 

make little communication with the government. We mainly have contact with religious 

organisation’ (S2M50- a local mosque staff). Imams were described in an interview as ‘the 

leaders of Mosques, and generally individuals with ability and leadership’ (S37M43-a safety 

guide in the village). They function as local knowledge brokers in negotiation with 

‘representations’ of planning and regulations, such as justifying the rights for planning the 

Muslim square. Managing the two Hui villages was relatively difficult for the government 

because of the endogenous cultural system.  

Admittedly, the Muslim culture does not always outweigh the logic of administrative 

power for control and the logic of capital for appreciation. For instance, the Muslim community 

in Sanya was suppressed by the government during the Qing Dynasty. Some residents were 

Chinesised or changed to li by that time. To date, due to accelerated tourism development, 

religious customs like the daily prayers and Ramadan sometimes gave way to tourism business 

hours. One of the beliefs is that ‘Prayer is not to regulate us. You can pray in other times 

instead of in regular hours’ (F10M50- a local mosque staff). 

The Islamic religious tradition has shaped the community’s representational space in 

production and reproduction practices for over 1,000 years. Amidst all of these, the Muslim 

culture played an important role in balancing the power of the state government and the 
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invasion of capital investment, thus maintaining Muslim religious values and traditions through 

a religious management system. 

The above discussion regarding social space production is summarised in Figure 4. As 

can be seen, it is not tourism, but the logic of capital, power and culture which served as the 

main drivers behind the space production. The production and appreciation logic of capital 

promoted spatial practices (e.g. tourism production and house construction). The expression and 

adaptation of power assigned the social orders (representations of space) through regulation and 

planning. The traditional Muslim culture shaped the representational space through mosques 

and traditions. These synergic effects facilitated the production of space of the Hui community 

in the space triad and the changes in social relations.  

The performance of the logic also has limitations. The circulation of capital was 

constrained by the representational space (e.g. cultural codes). The control of administrative 

power could be challenged by resistance from local practices. The function of Muslim culture 

confronted negotiation from representations of space (e.g. regulations). These types of 

constraints (gaming effects) could result in changes, tactical control and revisions of the 

corresponding space triad. The cooperation of these synergic effects and gaming effects 

finalised the space triad that enacted the production and reproduction of this Muslim 

community.  

While this framework is rooted in explaining social changes in a generic context, space 

production in the tourism context shows its own characteristics. The space production process is 

relatively fast in a tourism community because capital can react promptly to tourism 

development due to its low entrance barriers. For example, the government, the corporations 

and private investors accessed tourism development opportunities with little technical barriers, 

followed by substantial constructions of tourism and hospitality facilities. Meanwhile, the 

administrative power should impose well-rounded planning and regulations on the community 

because the tourism industry involves different sectors. When the production mode in the Hui 

community changed dramatically from fishing to tourism businesses, new social production 

order was reconstructed. In addition, culture plays a dual role in destination space production 

due to the resource-based nature of tourism. Culture, at the same time acting as an important 

resource that attracted tourists, was consumed by tourists to change. 
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Figure 4. Inner logic of social space production of the Muslim community 

Conclusion and discussion 

This study aims to understand the process of tourism impact from the perspective of social 

space production theory. A theoretical framework has been constructed to describe destination 

change as a dynamic process of interaction and production amongst the space triad, with capital, 

power and culture as the underlying mechanisms.  

   Capital is an inherent logic of space production and functions in two main ways: 

production logic as an active accelerator and appreciation logic as a passive objective (discussed 

in the results). Capital was initially introduced to accelerate the ‘spatial practices’ for tourism 

production. Accumulated capital continues to be invested in production practices to gain further 

capital appreciation. During this process, the space of the host community also became part of 

the production materials (e.g. hotels), followed by substantial landscape changes.  

Space production is deeply rooted in the political sphere. The central Chinese 

government plays an important role in exerting power to control local development by enforcing 

policies and regulations. They represent the ‘representations of space.’ On the one hand, power 

enhances and controls capital circulation and accumulation in the Muslim community. On the 

other hand, the implementation of political power became a tactical approach to counteract the 

challenges from the Muslims’ practices. The result of this tactical implementation may be the 

adaptation of the ‘conceived’ space by the government.  

Muslim culture is also an important factor in space production as it constitutes the 

‘representational space’. Culture sustains and strengthens the community’s fundamental order 

through Mosques and religious organisations. This autonomous cultural management system 
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negotiates with the influence of power to exert constrains on capital circulation. Sometimes, 

culture also gives way to both capital and power to change the ‘representational space’ and 

further revise the culture system. 

The theoretical framework outlined above bridges the gaps in tourism impact research. 

Previous tourism impact research advanced incrementally because of the outcome-based 

approach and the descriptive manner by which they were conducted (Buzinde & Manuel-

Navarrete, 2013; Kordel, 2014). This framework based on spatial ontology and epistemology 

provides a synthesised and dialectic theoretical perspective to reveal the inner logic of 

destination changes. It suggests that tourism should not be blamed for the sin of ‘impacts’ on 

host communities but the accelerator of the whole process. The interaction of capital, power and 

culture propels the production of space. 

This study also contributes to a more theoretical interpretation of destination changes. 

According to Hegel’s dialectics (Mueller, 1958), the final stage for science is ‘synthesis’, which 

distils ideas for understanding the nature of the world. The destination space production 

framework in the present study breaks the limitations of focusing on describing varying change 

outcomes in tourism communities and highlights the underpinning mechanisms. It advocates in-

depth research to explore the nature of social changes for more united and robust knowledge 

creation. In particular, capital, power and culture are effective in every period of history and in 

different regions. They can unite various relevant contextual factors identified by the existing 

studies in tourism destinations, such as place identity (Wang & Chen, 2015), economic level 

(Cárdenas-García et al., 2015) and tourism participation (Woo et al., 2018). Consequently, the 

destination space production framework theorises the process of a destination’s changes. 

While space production theory is insightful, it is imperative for future social science 

research to explore its application. This study shows that the social space production theory 

provides an alternative but pertinent lens to study tourism impact. Considering that the theory 

was rooted in explaining social changes, any changes in tourism and hospitality could refer to it. 

For example, it can be applied to tourism cultural studies, tourists’ changing motivation and 

preferences of destinations, and evolving structure of hotel business. This study took a 

longitudinal observation of the Muslim community, but it could benefit from a lengthier 

fieldwork duration than that completed in this study. Fieldtrips were mainly conducted in other 

periods of the year apart from winter (October to December). It would be ideal to sample all 

times of a year so a better observation of Muslim practices can be achieved. In addition, future 

research can attempt to develop the scales included in the model so that the identified 

relationship could be numerically verified.  
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Appendix I Information of participants 

Code Gender Age Role Year* Ethnicity 

F1M30 Male 30 Merchant in the Muslim community 1 Han 

F2F20 Female 20 Resident and employee in the community  20 Hui 

F3F21 Female 21 Employee in the community 7 m Han 

F4M40 Male 40 Host of a hostel in the community 14  Han 

F5M45 Male 45 Resident and landlord of a supermarket 45 Hui 

F6F31 Female 31 Resident and merchant in the community 31 Hui 

F7M46 Male 46 Resident and merchant in other cities 46 Hui 

F8M75 Male 75 Resident 75 Hui 

F9M70 Male 70 Resident 70 Hui 

F10M50 Male 50 Resident and the manager of a mosque 50 Hui 

F11M49 Male 49 Resident and host of a local hostel 49 Hui 

F12M35 Male 35 Officer of Fenghuang Town 6 Han 

F13M50 Male 50 Resident and driver for transportation 50 Hui 

F14M25 Male 25 Resident and son of an imam 25 Hui 

F15F18 Female 18 Resident and retail merchant  18 Hui 

F16M50 Male 50 Resident and village committee member 50 Hui 

F17F34 Female 34 Merchant in the Muslim community 1 Han 

F18M47 Male 47 Merchant in the Muslim community 7 Hui 

F19M46 Male 46 Resident and village committee member 46 Hui 

F20F25 Female 25 Resident and housewife 25 Hui 
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F21M38 Male 38 Resident and merchant in Tianyahaijiao 38 Hui 

F22F33 Female 33 Merchant in the Muslim community 3 Hui 

F23F40 Female 40 Merchant in the Muslim community 1 Hui 

F24M70 Male 70 Resident and host of local hostel 70 Hui 

F25M30 Male 30 Resident and merchant in Sanya 30 Hui 

F26M26 Male 26 Resident and merchant out of the community 26 Hui 

F27F42 Female 42 Resident and merchant in the community 42 Hui 

F28F50 Female 50 Resident and retail merchant 50  Hui 

F29F23 Female 23 Resident and retail merchant 23 Hui 

F30M30 Male 30 Resident and driver for transportation 30 Hui 

F31M60 Male 60 Resident and retail merchant 60 Hui 

F32M50 Male 50 Merchant in the Muslim community 12 Hui 

F33F42 Female 42 Resident and retail merchant 42 Hui 

F34F31 Female 31 Resident and retail merchant 31 Hui 

F35M47 Male 47 Resident and employee of a travel agency 47 Hui 

F36M63 Male 63 Resident 63 Hui 

S1M40 Male 40 Resident and officer of Fenghuang town 40 Hui 

S2M50 Male 50 Resident and village committee member 50 Hui 

S3M22 Male 22 Resident and son of a hotel landlord  22 Hui 

S4M45 Male 45 Manager of a hotel 3 Han 

S5F25 Female 25 Resident and retail merchant 25 Hui 

S6M46 Male 46 Driver for transportation around 1 Han 

S7M55 Male 55 Merchant in the Muslim community 6 Han 

S8F25 Female 25 Merchant in the Muslim community 1 Han 

S9M57 Male 57 Resident and village committee member 57 Hui 

S10M45 Male 45 Officer of Fenghuang town 10 Han 

S11F50 Female 50 Tourist 3 d Korean 
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S12M46 Male 46 Resident and officer of Fenghuang town 46 Hui 

S13M41 Male 41 Manager of a hotel in the community 8 Han 

S14F40 Female 40 Tourist 4 m Hui 

S15F43 Female 43 Resident and host of a local hostel 43 Hui 

S16M42 Male 42 Driver for transportation 1 Hui 

S17F39 Female 39 Resident and retail merchant 39 Hui 

S18M37 Male 37 Retail merchant with other Hui residents 6 Hui 

S19M40 Male 40 Retail merchant with other Hui residents 3 Han 

S20M45 Male 45 Resident and retail merchant 45 Hui 

S21F45 Female 45 Resident and retail merchant in Sanya Bay 45 Hui 

S22F55 Female 55 Resident and retail merchant in Sanya Bay 55 Hui 

S23M43 Male 43 Manager of a hotel in the Muslim community 5 Han 

S24M32 Male 32 Employee of the Sanya Phoenix Airport 2 Han 

S25M23 Male 23 Resident 23 Hui 

S26F46 Female 46 Resident and retail merchant in attractions 46 Hui 

S27F29 Female 29 Resident and retail merchant in attractions 29 Hui 

S28F40 Female 40 Retail merchant with other Hui residents 5 Han 

S29F47 Female 47 Retail merchant with other Hui residents 6 Han 

S30M45 Male 45 Driver for transportation 5 Han 

S31M49 Male 49 Resident and host of a local hostel 49 Hui 

S32M50 Male 50 Resident and officer of Fenghuan Town 50 Hui 

S33F40 Female 40 Resident and host of a local restaurant 40 Hui 

S34F60 Female 60 Resident and retail merchant 60 Hui 

S35M50 Male 50 Resident and village committee member 50 Hui 

S36M55 Male 55 Resident and retail merchant 55 Hui 

S37M43 Male 43 Resident and village committee member 43 Hui 

S38M39 Male 39 Resident and manager of Mosque 39 Hui 
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S39M70 Male 70 Tourist 5 Hui 

S40M28 Male 28 Resident and retail merchant 28 Hui 

S41M65 Male 65 Tourist 1 Hui 

S42M40 Male 40 Merchant in Muslim community 3 Han 

* Years of stay in or work together with the Muslim community. 
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Appendix II A semi-structured matrix for categorisation 

(1) How did you describe 
the geographic, economic 
and cultural changes that 
happened to your villages 
since your childhood?  

Geographic 
background 

Cultural 
background 

Economic 
background 

Development 
history 

… 

     

(2) What were the changes 
that you have made to your 
way of living from your 
childhood? 

Spatial 
practices 

Representations 
of space 

Representational 
space 

Social 
relations 

… 

     

(3) What do you think 
were the major events 
happened during this 
period?  
(4) How did the villagers 
react at the main turning 
points over the past 
decades and why? 

Major 
events 

Capital Power Culture … 
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