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If you use the search term “Guang Chang Wu” (Chinese for “square dancing”) on Baidu (China’s 
version of Google), you will get about 184 million items of news, 4,665 hits in music, 777 dancing 
groups, and numerous comments either supporting or disapproving of the activity. Guang Chang Wu 
is a collective public dance, which has been estimated to have 100 million participants in China; most 
of the participants are retired middle-aged and elderly women. It has become a social phenomenon 
and represents the collective aspect of Chinese culture. Despite this popularity, Guang Chang Wu 
has been labeled as “noise pollution” and “public-space occupation”; the negative effects of Guang 
Chang Wu and its participants are often topics of focus for the media and in society. Based on 
research and analysis of Guang Chang Wu, this project investigates the past and present conditions 
that have facilitated its development: from the Cultural Revolution to the Chinese economic reforms 
and opening-up policy; from birth encouragement to the one-child policy; from retrogressive to rapid 
urbanization; and the power relationship between old and new generations. These aspects result in 
conflict and stigmatization. 
Alois Riegl defined a monument as follows: “A monument in its oldest and most original sense 
is a human creation, erected for the specific purpose of keeping single human deeds or events  
alive in the minds of future generations” (Alois Riegl 1903). Monuments commemorate not only 
“intentionally”—as buildings or sculptures—but also “unintentionally,” via later inscriptions and any 
event with “age value” that involves the monument. The term “age value” is used to describe the 
most modern value and the one that will guide the conservation of the monument in the future. 
Guang Chang Wu has been assigned a special age value by its female participants, who have a 
complex cultural and social background.
According to statistics from the Chinese government, in 2015 the per capita space available for 
sports was 1.5 m2. This explains how Guang Chang Wu conflicts with an increasing desire for a 
less chaotic urban lifestyle as public spaces are squeezed by development. This Guang Chang Wu 
monument tries to express that in this contemporary society.
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Definition of "Guang Chang Wu" 

“Guang Chang Wu”—in Chinese, 广场舞—literally means “square dancing.” 
When you walk in any public space in China during the early morning or evening, you will get a view of Guang Chang 
Wu. It is a collective activity accompanied by recorded music, and the participants are mostly middle-aged and senior 
women. The dance styles of Guang Chang Wu are diverse, both local and global. The music the participants choose 
includes Chinese pop songs, folk songs, and Western pop music.

The name Guang Chang Wu came from the term “Guang Chang,” which is Chinese for “square.” This name was given 
because Guang Chang Wu initially began in a square. Since the number of participants is increasing dramatically 
and due to the rapid urbanization process of China, those squares are no longer large enough for the demand. The 
individuals have to dance in parks or in any public spaces they can find. However, the name has remained Guang 
Chang Wu.



QQ news, (2013). Guang Chang Wu, Collectivism. [image] Available at: http://news.qq.com/a/20131124/000588.htm [Accessed 10 Aug. 2015]. 



History of Dancing in Public Spaces

From 1960 to 1970, during the Cultural Revolution, many people danced in public spaces. The name of that dancing was 
Zhong Zi Wu, which was assigned for propaganda purposes and to reflect loyalty to the revolution and the leader of the 
time. The dance moves were very easy to learn, so that everyone could participate. In the early 1980s, during the initial 
stages of reform and opening up, disco started getting popular in China. Since 2005, “National Fitness Programs” have 
been introduced across China to promote participation in sports, which has resulted in the dissemination of Guang Chang 
Wu.



Weifeng, Q. (2010). Zhong Zi Wu is the symbolize of Maoist. [Blog] Blog china. Available at: http://hajkj.blogchina.com/944706.html [Accessed 6 Sep. 2015]. 



Baidu tieba, (2013). Disco in Beihai Park. [image] Available at: http://tieba.baidu.com/p/1331128022 [Accessed 10 Sep. 2015]. 



Chuqin news, (2013). Dama Guang Chang Wu. [image] Available at: http://news.cnhubei.com/ctdsb/ctdsbsgk/ctdsb41/201311/t2765774.shtm [Accessed 14 Sep. 2015]. 



Dancing grannies (Dama 大妈 )

According to the provisional regulations about retirement and discharge of workers approved by the State Council 
of China, the mandatory age for female retirement is 50 years old. The growing legion of grannies whom the 
government has forced into retirement in their mid-50s has fed the Guang Chang Wu ranks. These grannies mostly 
suffered through the Cultural Revolution and the one-child policy when they were young.



Guang Chang Wu in Jinzhou, (2015). Photography. 



Conflict and Stigma over Guang Chang Wu

“Noise pollution” and “public-space occupation” have become labels of Guang Chang Wu. In 2013, an elderly man 
in Beijing seeking to chase off retirees dancing near his home was arrested after he fired a shotgun into the air and 
set three Tibetan mastiffs on the group. That same year in the city of Changchun, angry neighbors banned Guang 
Chang Wu from taking place in front of their residences. In 2014, in Wenzhou, residents pooled $42,300 to buy a 
sound system to blare warnings to dancers about violating noise-pollution laws.



Qianzhan news, (2014). The disturbances of Guang Chang Wu. [image] Available at: http://www.qianzhan.com/news/detail/367/140331-78360ca2_2.html [Accessed 14 Jul. 2015]. 



Beijing news, (2014). The disturbances of Guang Chang Wu. [image] Available at: http://epaper.bjnews.com.cn/html/2014-04/04/content_504187.htm?div=-1 [Accessed 14 Jul. 2015].



“Guang Chang Wu represents the collective aspect of Chinese culture, but now it seems that the overenthusiasm 
of participants has dealt it a harmful blow in disputes over noise and venues,” Liu Guoyong, chief of the General 
Administration of Sport of China’s Mass Fitness Department, told China Daily.  Developed as a positive form of 
exercise, Guang Chang Wu has sparked heated debates within contemporary society.



Xinhua news, (2014). Angry neighbors banned Guang Chang Wu from taking place in front of their residences. [image] Available at: http://news.xinhuanet.com/2014-10/09/c_1112756634_2.htm [accessed 20 Jul. 2015].



“When public spaces are successful […] they will increase opportunities to participate in communal activity. […] 
People from different cultural groups can come together in a supportive context of mutual enjoyment” (Carr, Francis, 
Rivlin, and Stone 1993). In China, because of the rapid urbanization process, more and more public spaces are 
being squeezed by development. Sufficient space for Guang Chang Wu is lacking. Many argue that these grannies 
monopolize public spaces and ignore others’ demand for it—that, in fact, the expanding of private space is taking up 
public space.



 Hinews, (2013). Dancing Grannies taking up the public space. [image] Available at: http://www.hinews.cn/news/system/2013/12/24/016326351.shtml [Accessed 14 Dec. 2015].



Aesthetic and Moral Criticism

Besides the disturbances, Guang Chang Wu is also often considered morally and aesthetically 
unacceptable. According to a questionnaire about Guang Chang Wu by the South China People Weekly 
and the website Sina, 56 percent of those polled think that Guang Chang Wu is “funny, weird, and 
unreasonable”. Moral judgment is easily affected by aesthetic distaste. 



 163 news, (2014). The disturbances of Guang Chang Wu. [image] Available at: http://ent.163.com/14/0519/10/9SJQ885G00031H2L.html [Accessed 14 Dec. 2015].



Motivations for Dancing (Interviews)

1. Health and Fitness

2. Symbol of the Cultural Revolution

3. Loneliness Is an Important Reason

4. Dance Creates Alternative Social Relations



Health and Fitness

Pan Wenyuan, 65 years old:

“Square dancing is part of our daily routine; bodily exercise is very good for health.”

Li Xiulian, 54 years old:

“I feel really relaxed when I’m dancing; I think a good mood makes a good body.”

With China’s fast development, elderly people have better living quality than before, 
and more and more of them are becoming careful about their health. As the participants 
said, Guang Chang Wu keeps them active and healthy.



 Hinews, (2013). Dancing Grannies. [image] Available at: http://www.hinews.cn/news/system/2013/12/24/016326351.shtml [Accessed 15 Aug. 2015].



Symbol of the Cultural Revolution 

Liu Jilu , 66 years old:

“Guang Chang Wu reminds me of my younger years, when I did similar dances during 
the Cultural Revolution. I feel the same kind of spirit and emotions.”

Zhang Jierong, 63 years old:

“It always reminds us of what the Chinese leaders did for us to have a good life today 
and how they fought hard for ordinary people in China.”

Guang Chang Wu reminds these grannies of Mao-era collectivism at a time when old 
neighborhoods have been replaced with high-rise living. Guang Chang Wu shows how 
propaganda can seep into grannies’ minds. They are immersing themselves in the 
music and nostalgia of their past. 



Ma Que. (2012). Revolutionary Dance in Cultural Revolution. [Blog] 163 Blog. Available at: http://chenmodemaque.blog.163.com/blog/static/16389212920129113253514/ [Accessed 22 Oct. 2015].



CPD news, (2014). Beijing Guang Chang Wu 'Dama'. [image] Available at: http://news.cpd.com.cn/n203193/c23825533/content.html [Accessed 15 Jun. 2015]. 



Loneliness Is an Important Reason

Zhao Fengling 56 years old:

“I felt lonely and sometimes even depressed before I joined the square-dancing group. 
My husband worked in another city, and my daughter got married and has her own 
family now. When I participate in square dancing with the other women, I feel relaxed 
and forget all the annoyance.”

Zhang Xiufang, 51 years old:

“I have nothing else to do but Guang Chang Wu. My husband works in another city, and 
my child also studies in another city, so going to dance every day as a routine is just 
like going to ‘work.’”

The dissemination of Guang Chang Wu is an expression of social change. Because 
of the one-child policy and the ongoing economic liberation, many grannies can be 
considered as “the first generation of lonely mothers” (Wang 2015, p. 106). They are in 
need of healing and find it among their peers in the dancing ranks. Meanwhile, Guang 
Chang Wu reflects the existing social structures and creates new possibilities.



Wang, Q. (2015). Guang Chang Wu: An Ethnographic Study of Dance in Public Space. Master. The Chinese University of Hong Kong. [image] Available at: http://www.academia.edu/13708792/ [Accessed 9 Jul. 2015] 



Dance Creates Alternative Social Relations

Zhao Lanxing, 52 years old:

“I moved to this city just two years ago. At first I didn’t have any friends and I felt 
uncomfortable when I stayed at home—it was like being in jail. But now that l have met 
many new friends, it is much better.”

Wu Yuhua, 60 years old:

“When I was in a rural area, I knew everyone in our small town, but after one year of 
living in this tall building, I still don’t even know my neighbor yet.”

Loneliness is an important reason for why these grannies dance as a group. In other 
words, they need their own social relations. The rapid changes in Chinese society have 
begun to influence those of the “old generation.” These grannies have fewer and fewer 
choices for their sociality. 



Sina weibo, (2014). The history of Guang Chang Wu. [image] Available at: http://www.weibo.com/p/1001603728384789249069 [Accessed 8 Dec. 2015].



The reform and opening-up policy and the resulting fast social transition gave these 
middle-aged women a special cultural background. "Guang Chang Wu is a complex 
product subject to traditional, Maoist, and Western influences. The mix has resulted in 
conflict and stigma" (Wang 2013, p. 132).



Beelink, (2015). What is Guang Chang Wu. [image] Available at: http://news.beelink.com/html/20150803/content_533989.htm [Accessed 9 Dec. 2015]. 
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According to statistics from the Chinese government, in 2015, the per capita sports space 
available for sports was 1.5 m2. This explains how all of the benefits of Guang Chang Wu 
conflict with an increasing desire among many for a less chaotic urban lifestyle as public 
spaces are squeezed by development. “The exuberance of this communal culture is being 
hushed and the modern idea of what a city should be is taking its place.”  (Chen 2014)

                                                             1.5 m    2



The state council and the people's republic of China, (2015). National fitness programs of China. 
[online] Available at: http://www.gov.cn [Accessed 20 Sep. 2015].



The per capita sports space available for sports was 1.5 m2

The state council and the people's republic of China, (2015). National fitness programs of China. 
[online] Available at: http://www.gov.cn [Accessed 20 Sep. 2015].



 GUANG CHANG WU MONUMENT

Alois Riegl defined a monument as follows: “A monument in its oldest and most original sense is 
a human creation, erected for the specific purpose of keeping single human deeds or events alive 
in the minds of future generations” (Alois Riegl 1903).

                                                                     



Commemorative values of the Moument

Age Value

The age value of a monument reveals itself at first glance in the monument's outmoded 
appearance.

Historical Value

The historical value of a monument is based on the very specific yet individual stage the 
monument represents in the development of human creation in a particular field.

Deliberate Commemorative value

In contrast to age value, which appreciates the past for its own sake, historical value has had 
the tendency to select a particular moment from the developmental history of the past and to 
place it before our eyes as if it were part of the present.



Chinese Monument

In China, a monument is a stone tablet constructed to commemorate a celebrity or an event. In 
the past, such monuments mostly gave priority to a calligraphic inscription written by the current 
emperor, which let people remember the past and the contribution that the emperor made to 
the nation. So the characters have a close connection to power. The calligraphy and characters 
are at the core of traditional Chinese culture.



Tian kong. (2011). Sheng De Monument. [Bolg] Sina Blog. Available at: http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_507392eb0100s7mf.html [Accessed 23 Nov. 2015].
CNR, (2013). Wuhan Yangtze River Bridge Monument. [image] Available at: http://travel.cnr.cn/list/201312/t20131226_514496969.shtml [Accessed 23 Nov. 2015].



The paper, (2015). Lan Ting Ji Xu, Calligraphy, Wang Xi Zhi. [image] Available at: http://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1292390 [Accessed 25 Nov. 2015]. 



1.5m2 Concrete Tablet

In 2014, the total global demand for cement was 4.18 billion tons. In that year, China consumed 
2.47 billion tons of cement, an amount that will increase in 2015. (China Cement Research 
Institute, 2014).

China consumes more than 50 percent of the world’s cement. The installation uses concrete as 
its material to reflect China’s rapid urbanization process. 



Concrete Tablet, Angewandte Kunst, (2015). Photography.



These Guang Chang Wu grannies, who have a special social and cultural background, “write” 
their presence with their dance steps that belong to their age; the footprint they unintentionally 
but effectively leave in public space is their dialogue with urbanization and social development, 
just like the “unintentional” inscriptions that give “age value” to a monument.



Guang Chang Wu Monument, Angewandte Kunst, (2015). Photography.
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