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How does urbanisa�on erode rural culture in China? 

Introduc�on 

China’s economic success is largely due to state orchestrated immense urban expansion since the 

‘opening up’ of China under Deng. Consequently, ci�es have become economic clusters and nodules 

in the flow of capital through China (Harvey, 2019). The agglomera�on of economic ac�vi�es in ci�es 

has benefited China’s economy in the global market, however it has also created widespread spa�al 

inequali�es within the country that is driving a change in popula�on distribu�on in which rural 

communi�es and their culture are eroding. This blog recounts a documentary, ‘Dai’s Garden’, 

exploring the complexi�es and consequences of urbanisa�on on Chinese culture. Could the 

urbanisa�on that has propelled China as a global power also be weakening its integrity from within? 

Summary of documentary 

The documentary follows Dai Jianjin, a former Chinese employee of the government, who decided to 

quit his job and use his wealth to combine his passion for food and gardening into a restaurant. The 

Manor was created to share Dai’s joy of tradi�onal food from rural provinces and has been ac�ve 

since 2004. The restaurant sources food from and supports a rural village 200 miles away. Wealthy 

people come to the atrac�on paying approximately $180 per person per meal, the profit is 

reinvested into The Yellow Earth Village in Suichang. Dai says the purpose is to be able to 

economically sustain the village that would otherwise be lost as a result of rural to urban migra�on, 

the restaurant gives the village a foo�ng in the market that enables economic viability in staying 

within the village. Dai could see how the industrious urbanisa�on of modern China has been eroding 

rural culture, a culture characterised by a symbio�c human and environmental rela�onship, that if 

lost will decrease human connectedness with nature outside of the ‘concrete jungle’. To help 

invigorate the rural culture, Dai has created a non-profit academy for students to learn, regardless of 

their background, about China, Confucian ideals, and the importance of rural life. He hopes that 

through the academy an intergenera�onal wish to sustain rural culture will provide the village with 

longevity despite urban expansion. He believes that if the students love the village and nature, they 

will want to protect it. For Dai, if just one of his students returns later in life to aid and conserve the 

rural life in the village, he will have ‘succeeded in his life’. 

Personal Reac�ons 



A main theme of the documentary is the contrast of urban and rural life reflec�ng and ques�oning 

human nature, the contes�ng desire for peace, and the desire of material growth. Within the 

documentary we are witnessed to juxtaposed imagery of the busy city and s�ll shots of the quaint 

rural village and restaurant garden, this dynamic allows the viewer to take a step back and picture 

themselves within both scenes, providing a personal emo�ve experience to which the city feels 

unnatural and the rural life tranquil. Through this dynamic, the documentary poses to ques�on why 

we are so willing to live fast paced urban lives, and ques�ons where our humanist principles lie. Does 

intrinsic value lie in an urban environment of synthe�c culture, or does it belong to community and 

nature? Personally, it resonates with my feelings having lived in Manchester following a rural 

upbringing in Devon. There is more opportunity in the city life if driven by monetary values, but at 

what cost? Should a balance be ac�vely maintained? Or should the approach to how we perceive 

and realise both urban and rural spheres and what we value be reassessed? These are ques�ons that 

seem vital to the way China is currently governed and integral to its future. Will a loss of rural 

Chinese culture cause a loss in iden�ty that creates the values, beliefs and aspira�ons of the na�on 

state and its inhabitants? How might this loss impact China’s development and future integrity? By 

asking such ques�ons one can reflect on complexi�es of rapid urbanisa�on and further understand 

where value lies.  

What par�cularly stood out to me within the documentary is when we are witness to a dinner 

between wealthy customers at The Manor. The waitress and menu explain the different elements of 

the food describing the duck as ‘sliver plume with gold cicada’, to which the customer responds in a 

nonchalant tone, ‘what a fancy name, but it is just a duck’ followed by laughter around the table. To 

me, although this interac�on is seemingly innocent, it represents an aspect of urban economic 

development that is disturbing. An ignorant disconnect from urbanised individuals and nature, 

highligh�ng the significance of retraining rural culture. 

Relevance 

The documentary raised the contending yet interconnected nature of human culture, urban 

development, rural longevity, and sustainable environmental values, whilst revealing the imbalances 

that intense urbanisa�on and urban migra�on can create within China and the effect that this has on 

China’s culture. As a viewer, the documentary subliminally highlighted the dystopian aspect of a 

consumer society perpetuated by urbanisa�on enabling me to reflect on my ac�ons as a consumer, 

ques�oning why we chose to purchase certain things in excess and whether doing so actually holds 

any value. I have come to develop a perspec�ve that core cultural values are important towards a 

society’s future development, history is important and rural culture survives by passing on its history 



through genera�ons, when genera�ons migrate and move livelihoods this part of societal culture can 

be eroded. Furthermore, the conserva�on of the environment is fundamental to core values, and it 

can be seen in China and elsewhere in the world that urbanisa�on can nega�vely alter the 

environment. 

Answer 

Urbanisa�on has eroded rural culture in China through a change in the rela�onship between 

individuals and nature exacerba�ng a complete disconnect between the humans, animals, and 

nature. The duck in the restaurant is seen as just another commodity by the wealthy patrons rather 

than a once living organism. This disconnect between humanity and nature is commonplace in urban 

environments throughout the world including the UK as people don’t really think about what they 

are ea�ng whether it be supermarket or restaurant food turning the bio�c duck into an abio�c 

commodity, a true product of urbanisa�on and its accompanying consumerism (Atkinson, 2014). This 

is reaffirmed when Dai talks about processed food in China, ‘In ci�es, meat may not be meat, 

vegetables may not be vegetables, thus people are less human’. I believe this reflects the threat of 

urbanisa�on and the accompanying lifestyle eroding important rural culture that connects humans 

to the natural world, without which the natural environment is not ac�vely conserved, crea�ng both 

foreseeable and unforeseeable unsustainable consequences. Furthermore, it contradicts Chinese 

values of Confucianism and the aspira�on for ‘�anren heyi’ as a core philosophical value (Yao, 2014). 

Tianren heyi refers to the harmony between nature and humanity and that there is a prac�cal value 

as well as a metaphysical value in protec�ng the environment (Yao, 2014). This ethos has helped 

inform environmental philosophy in both the East and West. Current urbanisa�on in China ignores 

this principle, and priori�ses other materialist values. The CCP seem to pick and choose what 

Confucian values they want ins�lled in the popula�on to legi�mise Xi Jinping’s rule, relying on 

invoking tradi�onal Confucian values of the nuclear family and state (Peter Gries, 2023), but 

disregarding that of the environment. This demonstrates an erosion of culture as Confucian ideals 

are embedded in Chinese culture, when such ideals are ignored, the cultural morals and values will 

inevitably erode/shi�. Coupled with the growing rural to urban migra�on, loss of core cultural values 

such as ‘�anren heyi’ may lead to a dysfunc�onal rela�onship between humans and  the 

environment within China that will impact its rise, but also the rest of the world as global 

environmental challenges from anthropogenic climate change to biodiversity ex�nc�ons are 

borderless (IPCC, 2022). China must play a large role in environmental protec�on, mi�ga�on and 

conserva�on and cooperate with other na�ons for issues like the climate crisis to be solved (Wallace-

Wells, 2022).  All environmental issues need to be addressed by socie�es who value their 

environment and are not inclined to exploit it. A culture that does not inherently value the 



environment will inevitably encounter problems in its future development as the environment is a 

limi�ng factor to growth (Meadows, 1972).  

The solu�on to the erosion of rural culture is to reduce rural to urban migra�on so that the 

communi�es con�nue, and the culture is passed on through genera�ons. Regional micro-level 

inequality must be addressed in China as it is driving individuals to move to ci�es for work. ‘Since 

1980, over half a billion Chinese have moved from the countryside to a city’, all of which would have 

been part of rural communi�es and have had families to con�nue the culture (Gries, 2023). Reducing 

inequali�es would require economic incen�ves to stay in rural regions, such as Dai’s restaurant 

business model crea�ng employment opportuni�es in The Yellow Earth Village. Furthermore, 

increasing investment in educa�on in rural areas industry can shi� to create opportuni�es in rural 

areas beyond agriculture.  

Conclusion 

To conclude, the impacts of urbanisa�on are complex, it is evident that rural culture is being eroded 

by urbanisa�on, consumerism and the spa�al inequali�es that drive internal migra�on. Sustaining a 

rural culture is important to China’s future development as it allows a societal focus on nature and 

values that are not materialis�c, philosophically grounding the na�on in an iden�ty. The 

documentary Dai’s Garden helps to convey cultural losses to urbanisa�on and the importance of 

retaining posi�ve historical values. If the CCP fail to recognise the importance of the rural community 

and environment there will likely be further ecological, spiritual, and cultural issues conceived that 

could undermine China’s rise in a globalising world.  

Word Count: 1623 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bibliography 
Atkinson, A. (2014). Urbanisa�on: A brief episode in history. City: Analysis of Urban Change, Theory, 

Action, 609-632. 

Gries, P. (2023). 7.5 Internal migrants. Regional inequality, the 'floating popyulation', and its 
consequences. Retrieved from Understanding China's Rise in a Globalising World: 
htps://online.manchester.ac.uk/bbcswebdav/ins�tu�on/University%20College/UCIL%202/O
nline%20Modules/Chinas%20Rise/Rise%20learning%20modules/Module%2007/content/ind
ex.html#/lessons/vf_XJTIosqlonDGcesHciJdQojdeMKdZ 

Harvey, D. (2019). Spaces of Global Capitalism: A Theory of Uneven Geographical Development. 
London: Verso. 

IPCC. (2022). Sixth Assessment, Working Group 3, Chapter 14: International Coperation. Cambridge, 
UK and New York, USA: Cambridge University Press. 

Kai, J. (2014, September 30th). The CHinese COmmunist Party's COnfucian Revival. Retrieved from 
The Diplomat: htps://thediplomat.com/2014/09/the-chinese-communist-partys-confucian-
revival/ 

Meadows, D. H. (1972). The Limits to Growth: a Report for the Club of Rome's Poroject on the 
Predicament of Mankind. New York: Universe Books. 

Peter Gries. (2023). Module 8: Self and Society. Retrieved from Understanding China's Rise in a 
Globalising World: 
htps://online.manchester.ac.uk/bbcswebdav/ins�tu�on/University%20College/UCIL%202/O
nline%20Modules/Chinas%20Rise/Rise%20learning%20modules/Module%2008/content/ind
ex.html#/lessons/s2yOqAt8jicon-_URdyV0ipfqlfzbHao 

Wallace-Wells, D. (2022, September 14). China is Writing the Story of the Climate Future. Retrieved 
from New York Times: htps://www.ny�mes.com/2022/09/14/opinion/environment/china-
climate-change-heat-drought.html 

Yao, X. (2014). AN Eco-Ethical Interpreta�on of Confucian Tianren Heyi. Frontiers of Philosophy in 
China, 1-16. 

 

 

 

 


	Bibliography

