Examining the reasons for the increased popularity of square dancing in China. 

This essay will focus on looking at what square dancing is in China and what reasons there could be for its growth in popularity. To start with it should be mentioned that previously in ‘the last 40 years, China focused on rapid land-based development, driven by local initiatives aimed at attracting infrastructure investment, human resources, and tax revenues’ (Financial Tribune 2018) That is China has previously focused mostly on industrial development such as exporting goods and using cheap labour and creating industrial parks to boost GDP  however now that China has the worlds 2nd largest GDP (The World Bank 2020) it can turn its attention different ways of development such as wellbeing which is where we find the increased interest in things such as Square Dancing, Martial Arts, Tai Chi or simply going to the gym.
This is an important shift as China has an aging population it is estimated that by the middle of this century roughly 38% of the population will be over 60 (Wei 2021) so in order to keep medical expenses down the government needs to make sure that the population is as healthy as possible, so they won’t be needing treatment as much. This is also the same with the shift towards a more technological based world as more people spend all day on computers and phones the less people are getting in the exercises which is required for humans the more medical problems start to appear which will be expensive on the government. That being said we will return to the government’s involvement in the rising popularity later and first look more in depth at what square dancing is and how this specific method of wellbeing has generated popularity and interest in wellbeing. 
At its most simple form Square Dancing in China is ‘a group of people, usually retired women, dancing in unison in public areas.’ (Osborne, 2020) however when you start looking at it with more depth you realised it is both exactly this while also being so much more. The origin of this type of communal dance trend dates back to the 1990s when millions of people lost their job and needed some way to fill their time as well as staying fit on a tight budget and then the interest only kept growing as the government started to promote national wide fitness with the arrival of the 2008 Beijing Olympics flowed then by the release of the national fitness plan the popularity continued to grow to new levels however more on this plan later. The type of dance is more of a combination of many different style rather than one strict dance it ‘takes inspiration from more modern dances and music, there are however some valuable cultural influences on these dances. One of the most common influences is from yang-ko, which is a traditional dance style of northern Chinese ethnicity.’ (Osborne, 2020). The whole concept is based around it being easy to take part in, the movements themselves are relatively easy and there is always a teacher or two stood at the front so you can copy the movements in real time. This is I thought is one of the main reasons as to why is has become so popular as an activity can be promoted all it wants but if the majority of people are unable to take part in said activity then it is never going to be very popular. For example, Football (or soccer) is considered the most popular sport in the world (Shvili 2021) and when you look at what is needed to start playing it is very basic all you need is a ball, some space and at least one other person and because of this billions of people around the world can play, compare this to anther sport such as Figure Skating which requires specialised equipment, and you see much lower numbers of participants. When looking a Square Dancing you see the reason the reason for its popularity because at the bottom line it is something that everyone can take up, from the fit young people to the older generation who might not have the full range of motion that they once had.
The simplicity of Square-Dancing cannot be enough of a reason for its intense popularity there is also the benefit of the physical and mental wellbeing to consider. In terms of physical it is a lot easier to understand dancing is an aerobic exercise this means it ‘can improve the condition of heart and lungs, speed up metabolism and promote digestion to slow down the aging process and improve immunity.’ (Odynovotours.com, 2021) This means Square Dancing is an easy fun way to counteract a list of medical conditions that could cost a lot of money to treat or result in death if not. This way of exercise also improves cognitive functions which for elder people is an important thing to keep active as with age comes problems with memory and balance but  ‘the combination of exercise and sensory enrichment during a dance can improve neuroplasticity. Hence, dancing can be used as an intervention for many neurological diseases, like stroke, Parkinson’s disease, and cerebral palsy.’ (News-Medical, 2019) This is obviously a massive incentive for people who are at a risk to such disease as square dancing offers a free, fun and low impact way to potentially lengthen one’s life span for decades as well is improve their quality of life. 
This is good incentive for the older generation but there is an increase of the younger generation who have started taking part who don’t worry about developing such illnesses what is in it for them? ‘Dancing have proven to improves brain function and boosts memory’ (News-Medical, 2019) this is important as student these days have a lot of pressure and such a simple way of exercise can boost memory which is going to be vital with exams as well as also reaping the physical benefits of the dance movements themselves.
There are also the mental Health benefits to consider when trying to understand why Square Dancing has become such a popular past time for people in China. The main benefit is easy to see as by nature human beings are social creatures as ‘Interacting with others boosts feelings of well-being and decreases feelings of depression.’ (Psychology Today, 2016) this is important as the Chinese workday is demanding as such they do not have much time to spend with their friends or family and the elderly cannot see their family as often as needed for someone who lives alone so square dancing gives them a fun opportunity to get out of the house and meet new people while also keeping fit. The same reason could also be an incentive for the younger generation. Square dancing gives them a place to spend their days off and doing something fun outside either with their friends or gives them a place to meet new friends.
The fact that is predominantly done outside in parks could also be a big reason for its popularity as especially people who live in the cities have little access to open areas not covered in concrete where they can enjoy nature, but Square Dancing offers them such opportunity. This is important as ‘being outdoors has been shown to lower stress, blood pressure and heart rate, while increasing mood and improving mental health.’ (Smith, 2018) and this is something that can be felt right from day one of spending significant amount of time outside. This means that for Square Dancing the person has one go at it and can immediately feel the benefits both mentally and physically, makes friends and as such decides to continue taking part and from this you get an organic growth of people feeling similar benefits and deciding to continue taking part. 
One of if not the biggest reason for Square Dancing popularity is the park culture in China and especially for the younger generations the influence it has on social media. In short park culture describes the lively and well used public parks in China as most people don’t have gardens so ‘the parks are treated like people’s gardens.’ (Song, 2021) that is there is hundreds of people in these free public parks doing variety of different activities such as martial arts, Tea ceremonies, flying kites, Square Dancing or simply just people watching. These places are also popular with tourist as they get to witness a variety of Chinese cultural activities that cannot be seen anywhere else in the world. The key point when talking about park culture and the increased popularity of such activities such as square dancing is within the park culture there is this sense of familiarity with everyone and the people who are partaking in the activities ‘really appreciated your applause, but if you joined in, that really made their day.’ (Song, 2021) These people want you to join it, its not a closed activity they are welcoming, so you find yourself wanting to join it especially in such an atmosphere created in the public parks it’s no wonder it has become more and more popular.
As mentioned before the public park is a bust place full of both locals and tourists doing a variety of eye-catching activities so it is not wonder social media has picked up on such places. Thousands of videos have been taken of Square Dancing in these parks alone and then form there it spreads across the globe and interest is spiked. For the people in China, they can see these videos and as parks are very easy access it means that they can see the video one day and then immediately go out in join in. Social media is a fascinating phenomenon where something that was previously enjoyed by one group of people starts to trend or gain a following on social media by people not part of that original group and from there it creates a flux of people wanting to try they think simply because it was trending on social media. When we look at the increased popularity and interest in Square Dancing you can see some of this concept. Younger people started to notice the video and then started taking their own videos of them actually participating. This then starts a trend of younger people taking notice and wanting to do this too. Some of the older generation are also on social media so while the younger generation will probably gain interest form social media more you cannot forget there is also probable people for the older generation who have begun taking part in square dancing from having seen it through social media especially if they aren’t the sort to go out for walks through the parks and stumble across it that way.
As stated before I feel the government has played a massive role in the increased popularity of Square Dancing in China the biggest reason has got to be related to their ‘National Fitness Plan’ This is the plan to get ‘38.5% of the population exercising regularly by 2025 is an increase of 1.3% compared with the previous five-year period.’ (China Economic Review, 2021). In order to achieve this the Chinese government has had to implement many different strategies one of which related to the park culture that has already been mentioned (they have to maintain it so people can use it) and that has been a great success in getting people to become more active. They have aimed to increase the health literacy ‘a prerequisite for  improving health is to  improve knowledge about health, which can help make healthy behaviours’ (Jiang and Jiang, 2021) This is I believe is a big reason for the increased popularity of Squaring Dancing as people are becoming more and more aware of health and the problems that there current daily life could cause them it makes them look for ways to improve and one of these ways is the Square Dancing as they can understand the benefits it gives you while also enjoying themselves. As these healthy behaviours are being actively encouraged It would have also been increasingly easier to find a place such as the public parks to join in with the activities. There has also been a creation of street slogans in China to promote healthy behaviours as way to make sure that every citizen has a way to see what the government is promoting. They want people to get educated on health and find a way to get some form of regular exercise in their daily life. This again goes back to people understanding what they need to do and finding Square Dancing is the way to do that which then leads on to the increased popularity of square dancing.
To conclude the thought presented in this essay there is many different reasons that all interlink as to why Square Dancing has become such a popular past time for all generations and while it still may be mainly the elder generations taking part I believe with the ever-growing social media presence that more and more of the younger generations as well as people not form China will see the videos and want to take part especially for Foreigners as there is a massive increase of people wanting to understand and immerse themselves in cultures not their own. I believe that also with the government’s continued trend to caring more about mental health and physical wellbeing of the population that the promotion of such activities will continue, and more people will be inspired to join in with the Square Dancing whether it is because they have seen it though social media or they just happened to be in the public parks and got dragged in by the welcoming participants I don’t think the increase of popularity will be slowing any time soon. 
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