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Abstract. This study investigates the unique tradition of “chair-shaped tombs” ( 

椅子坟, yǐzi fén) in rural Wenzhou and its environmental and sociocultural im-

pacts. In Wenzhou’s hillside villages, the late 20th century saw many lineage 

clans build elaborate seat-like concrete tombs for their ancestors, reviving a deep-

rooted burial custom centered on filial piety. However, these tombs have led to 

significant ecological degradation: the practice has “whitened” once-verdant 

hillsides with stark cement, destroyed vegetation, and squandered scarce land. 

Drawing on ethnographic studies and environmental research, this paper analyzes 

how these tombs evolved and how Wenzhou’s officials and communities are ne-

gotiating their dismantling or transformation. We review literature on Chinese 

burial reforms and green burials, document the “greening-to-whitening” effect of 

the tombs on landscape ecology, and examine the clash between traditional line-

age culture and state-led ecological modernization. Our case study of Wenzhou 

shows that government campaigns to promote shengtai (生态, “ecological”) bur-

ials, smaller graves or communal memorials with no chair-like structures, have 

achieved notable land savings, yet confront popular resistance rooted in ancestor 

veneration. Ethnographic accounts indicate that local officials often tacitly toler-

ate traditional tombs out of respect for ancestral traditions, while higher-level 

mandates intensify enforcement. By integrating over thirty sources, this paper 

situates the Wenzhou tomb issue in broader debates on land use, ritual practice, 

and environmental governance. It concludes that sustainable reform of rural fu-

nerary practices requires balancing ecological goals with cultural values, suggest-

ing that future approaches emphasize community participation, education, and 

culturally sensitive policy measures. 

Keywords: Wenzhou; chair tombs; green burial; lineage culture; land use; en-

vironmental policy. 

1 Introduction 

China’s rapid development has brought traditional burial practices into conflict with 

modern environmental and land-use concerns. As historian Thomas Laqueur observes, 

how a society manages its dead is a crucial aspect of its cultural and civic life [10]. One 

striking example is found in Wenzhou (温州), a coastal prefecture in southeastern 
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Zhejiang province, where a distinctive vernacular tomb style – known locally as yǐzi 
fén (椅子坟), or “chair tombs” – became widespread in the late 20th century. These 
hillside tombs are built of brick, stone, and concrete in the shape of a lounge chair: a 
semicircular rear wall (the “backrest”) and sloped sides resemble armrests, with a low 
front “seat” platform instead of an upright stele. Typically unadorned except for a flat 
stone slab inscribed with the deceased’s name, such graves are arranged in tiers along 
mountain slopes. The form arose from local feng shui principles and lineage customs: 
a chair-shaped tomb is thought to provide a comfortable “seat” for the ancestor’s spirit 
and to gather auspicious qi from the surrounding mountains while blocking malign 
winds. In the 1980s and 90s, as Wenzhou prospered, building grand ancestral tombs 
became a status symbol – a local saying went “富不富，看坟墓” (“if you want to know 
if a family is wealthy, look at its tomb”), and a competitive tomb-building frenzy swept 
the region. Families poured resources into ever-larger tombs to glorify their forebears, 
sometimes spending tens of thousands of yuan; one 2009 report described a three-story 
“tomb villa” built by Wenzhou entrepreneurs at a cost of 1 million RMB. These sprawl-
ing “chair tomb” clusters soon transformed the landscape, with gray-white concrete 
patches spreading across green hills – a phenomenon locals vividly termed “qīng shān 
bái huà” (“green mountains whitening”). By the 2000s, officials had begun decrying 
this trend as an ecological blight and a misuse of land, launching campaigns to replace 
private char tombs with shēngtài fén (生态坟, “ecological tombs”) that use minimal 
land and materials. In Wenzhou, authorities promoted practices like burying ashes un-
der trees or in lawn graves, using biodegradable urns, and discouraging large above-
ground structures. This paper examines how the chair tomb tradition and its discontents 
have unfolded in Wenzhou, drawing on both scholarly analyses and local policy ac-
counts. It asks: How have chair-shaped tombs affected the local environment (from 
hillscape and biodiversity to land use)? And how have cultural values and governance 
dynamics shaped the contest between traditional tomb customs and emerging “green 
burial” reforms? To answer these questions, we first review the historical and cultural 
context of Chinese burial practices and recent reform efforts, then analyze the environ-
mental impacts of Wenzhou’s tombs, and finally explore the sociopolitical negotiations 
surrounding their regulation and removal. The case of Wenzhou’s chair tombs offers 
insight into the broader challenge of balancing heritage and sustainability in China’s 
rural communities, where ancestral obligations and ecological imperatives increasingly 
collide. 

2 Literature Review and Case Study Framework 

2.1 Cultural Foundations and Methodological Framing of Wenzhou’s Burial 
Reform 

In Chinese society, burial customs are deeply embedded in moral philosophy and fa-
milial ideals. Death rites are not merely spiritual gestures; they reflect an enduring com-
mitment to filial piety and the perpetuation of ancestral lineage. Foundational anthro-
pological work emphasizes that Chinese lineages historically poured vast resources into 
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the construction of ancestral halls and monumental graves. These structures were tan-
gible affirmations of social standing, as well as sacred spaces for intergenerational 
memory. A well-prepared burial was considered an essential act of respect, marking the 
culmination of a child’s duty to their parents. As noted by Watson and Rawski, lavish 
tombs, far from being personal indulgences, represented collective honor and prosper-
ity [13]. The city of Wenzhou, known for its robust clan networks, exhibits many of 
these traditional values. From the imperial dynasties through the Republican era, family 
associations in southeastern China organized communal grave sites and invested sig-
nificantly in ancestral worship [6, 7]. To examine the changing landscape of burial 
practices in Wenzhou, this study applies a qualitative case-study framework. It brings 
together scholarly literature, state-issued documents, and media coverage to map out 
both continuity and disruption. The review centers on English-language academic work 
that investigates Chinese funerary customs, lineage-based institutions, and the ecolog-
ical consequences of burial grounds. Specific attention is given to studies referencing 
Wenzhou or analogous rural settings. Ethnographic fieldwork by Chen [1] and Yang 
[14] provides textured accounts of ritual performance and kinship dynamics. Mean-
while, scientific investigations such as those by Doi et al. [3] and Franco et al. [5] con-
tribute data-driven assessments of land consumption and environmental strain. The 
source base extends beyond the academy. Translated government decrees, regional pol-
icies on ecological burial, and local news reports supply essential context for under-
standing administrative intent. Public announcements from the Wenzhou Civil Affairs 
Bureau help delineate official strategies. Visual materials, satellite imagery, and photo-
graphic documentation were also reviewed to track spatial transformations in the re-
gion’s burial sites. Although direct field investigation was not feasible, the analysis 
draws from recent journalistic dispatches and digital community discourse to capture 
lived experiences and reactions. Claims about land recovery, for instance, were corrob-
orated through comparison of government metrics and independent research. Linguistic 
precision was maintained by cross-checking all Chinese expressions with authoritative 
sources, including the Xiandai Hanyu Cidian. By integrating anthropological interpre-
tation with ecological data and regulatory analysis, this approach offers a layered un-
derstanding of how Wenzhou’s iconic chair tombs are being reshaped. The shift is nei-
ther abrupt nor uniform. It reflects a complex negotiation between inherited tradition 
and emerging visions of sustainability, with the past and the future often speaking in 
the same breath. These practices were suppressed under Maoist policies, especially dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution, when tombs were sometimes destroyed and burials secu-
larized, but they resurged after the 1980s when reform-era policies relaxed control over 
“feudal” customs. Many rural communities experienced a revival of lineage identity, 
rebuilding ancestral temples and reinstating traditional burial rituals. In Wenzhou, this 
revival manifested in the proliferation of extravagant graves such as the “sofa tombs” 
and “chair tombs” (沙发坟 shāfā fén, 椅子坟 yǐzi fén) described by anthropologist 
Mayfair Yang. These tombs – named for their resemblance to couches and armchairs – 
first appeared in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, but became especially popular 
in the post-Mao period as locals once again emphasized auspicious burial for family 
fortunes. According to feng shui lore in Wenzhou, a tomb with a rounded back (like a 
chair) is ideal for “collecting wind and energy” from the mountains, creating a calm 
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micro-environment for the soul of the deceased. Villagers often went to great lengths 
to secure hillside plots with good feng shui, seeing tomb construction as equally im-
portant as building a house or having a son in one’s lifetime. Indeed, local historians 
note that in traditional Wenzhou, “zào fén” (building a tomb) was ranked alongside 
marrying and building a home as one of life’s three great obligations. After the eco-
nomic boom of the 1980s, this cultural ethos led to a competitive escalation in tomb 
size and splendor:Tombs became a medium for displaying wealth and filial devotion, 
in what one sociologist has called a “ritual economy” of lineage prestige [15]. Families 
that became prosperous in business often returned to their home villages to fund lavish 
new graves for their ancestors, considering it a way to repay ancestral blessings and 
assert status. Officials at the time largely tolerated these practices, as they aligned with 
the resurgence of lineage society, a trend the state cautiously encouraged under the 
banner of cultural heritage . By the 1990s, however, the scale of tomb-building in places 
like Wenzhou had begun to alarm authorities and reformist intellectuals. The customary 
ideal of “thick burial to show filial piety” (厚葬显孝) was increasingly at odds with the 
nation’s drive for modernization and environmental protection. Scholars noted the 
emergence of “popularity contests” in tomb construction: villagers felt pressure to up-
grade family graves because, as one interviewee put it, “everyone else is doing it, if I 
don’t, I’d be seen as unfilial or poor.” Researchers observed that some rural families 
even went into debt to build large tombs so as not to “lose face” in the community (an 
extreme example of mianzi politics tied to ancestor worship). Thus, by the turn of the 
21st century, the stage was set for conflict between deeply rooted cultural imperatives 
and new social and ecological realities. 

2.2 Burial Reform and Contestation in Modern China 

In the past few decades, the Chinese government has launched numerous initiatives to 
reform funerary practices in order to save land and promote what it calls “ecological 
civilization.” As Cooke argues, these efforts form part of a broader state project to mod-
ernize popular culture and curb what are viewed as outdated or superstitious customs 
[2]. Policies such as the 1997 Funeral and Interment Control Regulation and subsequent 
provincial directives have encouraged cremation, standardized cemetery management, 
and prohibited unauthorized burials. In official discourse, extravagant graves and rural 
burial sprawl are often labeled “backward” or “uncivilized” habits that must be cor-
rected in the name of progress and environmental conservation. The slogan “yí fēng yì 
sú” (移风易俗, “change customs, eliminate old practices”) frequently appears in gov-
ernment documents on funeral reform, urging citizens to adopt simpler, land-saving 
burial methods, as highlighted in official media coverage promoting eco-friendly buri-
als [18]. Despite these top-down campaigns, burial reform has proven to be a contested 
field. Sociologist Thomas Mullaney and colleagues, in their digital project The Chinese 
Deathscape, document how over ten million graves have been exhumed and relocated 
across China in recent decades as cities expand and rural land is reclaimed [11]. So-
called “flatten graves to return farmland” campaigns have unfolded in many provinces, 
often triggering tensions between villagers and local authorities [20]. These studies 
show that while the state tends to frame such campaigns in utilitarian terms (land use 
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efficiency, public interest), for local communities, they are “acute personal and social 
contests” involving emotions, beliefs, and power. Notably, most scholarly attention has 
focused on high-profile government initiatives (for example, the massive 2012 grave-
clearing in Zhoukou, Henan) rather than on the subtler forms of village-level negotia-
tion and resistance that accompany them. The case of Wenzhou’s chair tombs offers an 
illustrative counterpoint: here we see a local tradition that has not been easily reforma-
ble, highlighting the agency of rural communities in adapting or resisting state man-
dates.Recent ethnographic work by Chen introduces a “governmentality and transla-
tion” framework to analyze this dynamic [1]. Chen’s fieldwork in Wenzhou reveals that 
lineage groups often appropriate state discourse and regulations to legitimize their own 
projects, for instance, rebranding a tomb upgrade as an “eco-friendly” renovation, 
thereby displacing the state’s objectives with their preferred outcomes. At the same 
time, local officials, “respectful of ancestors,” sometimes turn a blind eye to these prac-
tices until pressure from higher authorities forces stricter enforcement. This interplay 
shows the multiplicity and contingency of governance in China’s rural society: rather 
than a simple top-down imposition, burial reform is mediated by village norms, infor-
mal accommodations, and the cultural politics of lineage identity. In short, Wenzhou’s 
tomb issue exemplifies how state and society negotiate change: the government brings 
new laws and incentives, while villagers respond with a mix of compliance, adaptation, 
and covert resistance – all couched in a dialogue between modern policy and enduring 
custom. 

2.3 Environmental Impacts of Chair Tomb Practices 

From an environmental perspective, burial lands represent a significant – and often un-
der-appreciated – form of land use. Cemetery expansion directly competes with land 
needed for the living, especially in a densely populated country. As Doi et al. note in a 
study of Beijing [3], graveyards and tomb sites occupy space that could otherwise serve 
agriculture or development, effectively “competing with land use for living popula-
tions”. In many parts of China, graves have traditionally been sited on hillsides (to pre-
serve arable flat land), but as grave numbers multiply, even mountainous areas face 
ecological strain. Researchers report that overexploitation of graves on mountain 
slopes, the so-called “whitening of green mountains”, has become a serious problem in 
certain regions. This “green hills whitening” phenomenon is clearly visible in Wen-
zhou, where hundreds of chair tombs have left broad swaths of barren gray on what 
used to be forested slopes. The Chinese Folklore Association estimated that, nation-
wide, traditional burials consume about 135 km² of land each year, a number that could 
cumulate to over 1% of China’s territory within a century if unchecked. Although the 
precision of that estimate is uncertain, it underscores that land use for the deceased is 
now recognized as a significant resource issue in modern China. Wenzhou’s mountain-
ous terrain is especially sensitive: each large tomb and its surrounding concrete apron 
prevent vegetation growth on a patch of slope, contributing to what one local newspaper 
lamented as “bald mountains” speckled with tombs. Beyond the sheer area of land oc-
cupied, the ecological damage from dense tomb clusters is multifaceted. The construc-
tion of chair-shaped tombs, which involve digging into hillsides, quarrying stone, and 
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pouring concrete, leads to deforestation and loss of ground cover. Vegetation is cleared 
to create tomb terraces and visibility, and the soil around the grave is often compacted 
or paved, inhibiting regrowth. As a result, natural plant communities are eliminated, 
and wildlife habitats are disrupted. Hills that were once green with bamboo, pine, and 
shrubbery turn into stretches of hard, sterile surfaces, sometimes described as “stone 
mountains” or *“white scar” patches. Local biodiversity suffers as native flora and 
fauna lose ground. The loss of tree cover and root systems also weakens slope stability, 
making hillsides more prone to erosion and landslides, especially during Wenzhou’s 
heavy monsoon rains. Villagers have noted increased runoff and minor mudslides in 
areas heavily dotted with tombs, as the tomb platforms channel rainwater rather than 
absorb it. The lack of vegetation means that water and topsoil are not retained, so soil 
nutrients leach away and gullying can occur. In this way, “green mountains whitening” 
not only presents a visual blight but also undermines critical ecosystem services like 
water retention and soil conservation. A further environmental issue is the permanence 
of the materials used. Chair tombs are typically built with concrete, bricks, and stone, 
and materials that are not biodegradable and will remain in the landscape for centuries 
if not removed. Should a tomb be relocated or abandoned, the remaining concrete rub-
ble and brick fragments constitute a form of construction waste that is costly to clear 
and can pollute the local environment. As one environmentally conscious resident ob-
served, “Some of these tombs are made of granite, which won’t decompose for millen-
nia. It disrupts nature. With 1.4 billion people, imagine the land consumed if everyone 
had a traditional grave.” This remark captures the scale of the issue: traditional tombs, 
if universal, would occupy vast tracts of land and leave behind immense quantities of 
non-degradable material. In addition, the “pseudo-urban” microclimate created by large 
tomb surfaces has subtle effects: broad expanses of light-colored cement reflect sun-
light and can locally raise temperatures (the heat-island effect on a small scale), poten-
tially affecting nearby plant microhabitats. The cultural practice of burning joss paper 
and incense at gravesides also adds to the environmental impact. Especially around the 
Qingming (Tomb-Sweeping) Festival each spring, smoke from countless small fires 
can degrade air quality. While individually modest, the cumulative effect of these tra-
ditional offerings is notable; for instance, in cities like Guangzhou, environmental de-
partments have at times issued notices discouraging mass joss-paper burning due to 
smog concerns. On the other hand, cremation, which China has promoted as a space-
saving alternative since the mid-20th century, brings its own environmental costs: un-
less equipped with high-end filters, crematoria emit fine particulate matter, trace met-
als, and combustion gases (SOₓ, NOₓ, CO) that contribute to air pollution. A recent 
scientific review confirms that traditional earth burials can leach organic compounds, 
heavy metals, bacteria, and viruses into soil and groundwater, while cremations produce 
airborne pollutants. For example, as coffins and bodies decompose, they release nutri-
ents and contaminants (like lead or mercury from coffin ornaments or dental fillings) 
into the earth, which can eventually reach water sources. In older or poorly managed 
cemeteries, measurable increases in certain heavy metals and microbial load have been 
found in adjacent soils [12]. However, researchers also note that these problems are not 
insurmountable: modern engineering solutions exist, such as installing drainage sys-
tems to collect and treat cemetery leachate and upgrading cremators with scrubbers [5]. 
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The most sustainable approach, many argue, is to adopt “green burial” methods that 
minimize resource use and pollution. Green or “ecological” burial, as defined in Chi-
nese policy since the 2010s, includes practices like tree burial (burying ashes under a 
tree or in a biodegradable container in a forested area), lawn burial (interring ashes in a 
grassy field with only a flat plaque), flower burial (scattering ashes in a garden) or sea 
burial (scattering ashes at sea). These methods avoid large permanent structures and 
allow remains to return to nature with a minimal environmental footprint. Crucially, 
they align with traditional Chinese cosmology in spirit, if not in form: the notion of 
“returning to the earth” or “returning to the elements” resonates with classical ideas of 
the body’s transience. Proponents often invoke the Daoist-like sentiment that “one 
should return to nature”, a phrase even some elderly in Wenzhou have come to accept 
(as we will see below in examples of local attitudes). Moreover, the rhetoric of China’s 
current government explicitly links green burials to its vision of an “ecological civili-
zation” (生态文明).In 2012, the Communist Party incorporated ecological civilization 
into its national development strategy, promoting values of harmony between humans 
and nature [16]. Green burial, with its emphasis on biodegradable materials and mini-
mal disturbance, reflects “respect for nature and humanity, and the harmony of heaven 
and man (天人合一 )”. It thus appeals to both modern environmental ethics and 
longstanding cultural ideals. That said, transforming burial practice is as much a social 
challenge as a technical one. Surveys indicate that many citizens, especially older gen-
erations, remain reluctant to choose new burial forms, largely because these lack prec-
edent in their family traditions. As Zeng et al. observe, the concept of green burial is so 
new that it “does not yet have a place in the ecological awareness” of many Chinese, 
who still associate filial piety with maintaining a tangible grave [16]. This underscores 
the importance of education and gradual cultural change. Some encouraging trends 
have been noted: for instance, public awareness campaigns in cities like Beijing and 
Shanghai have increased acceptance of eco-burials year by year. Each Qingming, Chi-
nese media prominently feature stories of “model families” opting for sea burials or 
tree burials, helping to normalize these once-unthinkable options. In Wenzhou, too, 
attitudes are slowly evolving (as discussed later), especially among the young. In sum-
mary, the environmental case for reforming Wenzhou’s chair tomb tradition is compel-
ling, and it would preserve the region’s lush hills, protect soil and water, and reduce 
pollution. The challenge lies in achieving these benefits without upending the cultural 
and emotional needs that burial rituals fulfill. 

2.4 Cultural-Political Dynamics and Policy Responses 

The drive to reform burial practices in Wenzhou (and China at large) occurs at the in-
tersection of state policy, local tradition, and evolving social values. The Chinese party-
state’s approach to such issues often invokes the concept of “moving with the times”, 
urging people to abandon practices deemed wasteful or backward while embracing 
more “civilized” customs. In official pronouncements, lavish tombs and elaborate fu-
nerals are criticized as “封建迷信” (feudal superstition) and “铺张浪费” (extravagant 
waste) that contradict socialist-modern norms. Funeral reform is cast as part of building 
a scientifically advanced and civilized society. For example, a 2015 Xinhua report 
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quoted a Beijing civil affairs official saying, “We should not leave the green mountains 
covered with white bones,” a metaphorical admonition to prevent cemeteries from over-
running the landscape [17]. In practice, the government’s policy toolbox has included 
both carrots and sticks. On the one hand, there are public education campaigns and 
incentives: local authorities organize “ecological burial” awareness events, honor fam-
ilies who choose land-saving burials, and offer financial subsidies. (One common in-
centive is to subsidize sea burials – e.g., Beijing has provided 4,000 RMB toward each 
sea burial to encourage people to scatter ashes at sea rather than use land .) On the other 
hand, there are regulations and occasional crackdowns: limits on grave sizes, desig-
nated public cemeteries where alone burials are allowed, and, in some instances, forced 
removal of illegal tombs. Wenzhou exemplifies this dual approach. Starting in the late 
2000s, Wenzhou’s municipal government rolled out a series of measures under the ban-
ner of “殡葬改革” (burial and funeral reform). They designated certain hills as pro-
tected green areas where new burials were forbidden, built centralized public cemeter-
ies for each county (to concentrate graves in managed parks), and issued criteria for any 
new tombs (for instance, graves should not exceed a certain area, tomb mounds must 
be low, and non-degradable materials are discouraged). In some locales, officials pro-
moted “统一规格” (unified standards) tomb designs, simple, flat markers flush with 
the ground, in place of the traditional chair shape. The aim was to miniaturize and cam-
ouflage graves so that casual observers would see green growth rather than concrete. 
“We transform private graves by greening them, miniaturizing them, and preserving 
only the tombstones,” explained one Wenzhou civil affairs director in an interview, 
emphasizing that the goal was not to abolish ancestor worship but to make its physical 
expressions more environmentally friendly. Despite these official efforts, local re-
sistance and hesitance have been significant. Many Wenzhou villagers remained deeply 
reluctant to disturb their ancestors’ resting places or to opt for what they perceive as 
“untraditional” burials. The cultural belief that moving an ancestor’s bones may bring 
misfortune has made grave relocation an emotionally charged issue. “祖坟不可乱动” 
(“One must not carelessly disturb the ancestral grave”) is a saying that encapsulates this 
sentiment. Village elders often counsel younger cadres to be very cautious with any 
policy that involves demolishing graves, warning of community backlash or even sup-
posed supernatural retribution. As a result, Wenzhou’s grassroots officials have at times 
found themselves in a bind – caught between obeying state directives and respecting 
local norms. Anthropologist Ningning Chen documents instances where village cadres 
quietly allowed lineages to maintain their chair tombs despite regulations [1], especially 
when those cadres belonged to the same lineage and feared being labeled unfilial by 
their kin. In one notable case widely discussed in Wenzhou, a wealthy lineage con-
structed a massive 100 m² chair-tomb complex in 2019 on a hillside, complete with 
stone benches for visitors. Township authorities initially did nothing, and the lineage’s 
patriarch was a local notable and, as villagers said, “it’s his family’s own mountain.” 
Only after reports of the ostentatious tomb reached higher levels (and circulated on 
social media with public criticism) did the local government intervene, negotiating a 
compromise whereby the clan agreed to modify the tomb to a lower profile design ra-
ther than have it demolished outright. This episode illustrates how burial space became 
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a site of negotiation and creative “translation” of policy. The lineage framed their com-
promise as “transforming the tomb to meet ecological requirements,” thus adopting the 
language of the state while effectively preserving a version of their desired memorial. 
Such tactics, co-opting official discourse to validate local practice, are common in 
China’s rural governance [1] and have been observed in burial reforms elsewhere [8]. 
In some cases, villagers have found ingenious ways to protect their graves. In Fuzhou 
(Fujian province), for example, one lineage facing a cemetery relocation campaign 
managed to have their ancestral tombs reclassified as “martyrs’ graves” by claiming an 
ancestor was a war hero, thereby militarizing their ancestors’ status to shield the graves 
under laws protecting revolutionary martyrs. While this specific strategy has not (yet) 
been recorded in Wenzhou, it speaks to the broader phenomenon of communities lev-
eraging any available legal or symbolic resource to keep ancestral remains undisturbed 
[8]. In other places, villagers have staged sit-ins or traditional rituals at gravesites when 
demolition crews arrived, effectively using cultural performance as a form of protest 
[9]. One of the most extreme confrontations occurred in Zhoukou, Henan, in 2012. In 
that campaign, China’s largest grave relocation in recent history. authorities exhumed 
over 2.5 million graves in the span of nine months, touting the return of 33 square kil-
ometers of land to agriculture. The campaign initially proceeded with little resistance, 
but as it accelerated, reports emerged of hastily cleared graves and distraught families. 
Many villagers clandestinely reburied or re-marked their graves after officials left. Over 
the Lunar New Year holiday in 2013, hundreds of thousands of tomb mounds were 
secretly rebuilt by residents, essentially undoing the government’s work. This embar-
rassed the local authorities and led to a second round of tomb-flattening (this time under 
closer monitoring) amid national criticism and calls for more humane methods. The 
Henan case, though outside Wenzhou, served as a cautionary tale that deeply informed 
how Wenzhou’s officials approached their own tomb issues. Learning from such inci-
dents, Wenzhou’s government shifted toward a more persuasive and participatory strat-
egy rather than heavy-handed demolition. They established village-level “red-white 
councils” (so named for handling weddings and funerals) that involve elders and re-
spected figures in propagating new burial norms. They also provided economic incen-
tives: families who voluntarily relocate an old tomb into a public cemetery or convert 
it to an eco-burial can receive a subsidy or reduction in funeral fees. By 2015, Wenzhou 
was reporting steady progress, albeit slow, in curbing new chair-tomb construction. 
Early enforcement relied on a mix of policy and technology. Local civil affairs bureaus 
began using drones to periodically survey hillsides for unauthorized new tombs, a 
method that significantly improved detection. In some counties, officials announced 
cash rewards for tip-offs about illegal tomb building, encouraging villagers to monitor 
each other (a form of community self-policing that has precedents in family planning 
enforcement). The official narrative emphasized that “land is for the living; excessive 
tomb expansion must be contained to leave space for development.” This was often 
couched in the rhetoric of “harmony between the living and dead”, ironically invoking 
a traditional ideal to justify reforms. Over time, there are signs that the public mood in 
Wenzhou has shifted to some extent. Local media reported that once villagers saw pre-
viously barren, tomb-covered hillsides being reforested and blooming with new trees, 
many came to appreciate the aesthetic and environmental benefits. One Wenzhou civil 
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affairs official noted that in villages where pilot eco-cemeteries were created (with neat 
rows of small plots or columbarium niches), “what people didn’t understand at first, 
they now support wholeheartedly”. An illustrative example is Dazhuyang village in 
Yueqing county: after a community-driven campaign removed 500+ chair tombs and 
replanted the hill with camphor and oak saplings, villagers reportedly began using the 
restored hill as a picnic and recreation spot. “It’s nice to have the green hill back,” said 
one elder, “and our ancestors are still with us, just in a better place.” Such anecdotes 
suggest that when reforms are sensitively implemented – and especially when they re-
duce financial burden, and villagers can be won over. Notably, shifting from a private 
tomb on one’s own plot (which might cost tens of thousands of yuan to build) to a 
simple urn space in a public memorial hall (often a few thousand yuan) saves families 
a lot of money. Wenzhou officials have highlighted this point: by one estimate, the 
average cost of a traditional tomb in Wenzhou was ¥20,000–50,000, whereas an ash 
niche in a public columbarium might cost under ¥5,000 (or even be free for low-income 
families under a government subsidy). This economic argument has appealed to many 
working-class families, who no longer feel compelled to compete in tomb building and 
are relieved of a considerable potential expense. Indeed, as funeral spending declines, 
officials reported that the local populace collectively saved hundreds of millions of 
yuan that could be better used for the living. Still, traditional attitudes persist among 
some segments of the population. Chen cautions that even after “successful” reform, 
communities often find middle paths to continue old observances [1]. For example, 
some Wenzhou villagers who agreed to relocate their ancestors into a public park cem-
etery will still visit the original tomb site on Qingming to burn incense – essentially 
treating the air or ground there as symbolic of the ancestor’s presence, even if the re-
mains are elsewhere. Others have quietly buried small token amounts of ashes or per-
sonal effects on the family hillside even after the official tomb was moved, creating 
clandestine mini-graves that they hope authorities will overlook. Anthropologists of 
Chinese religion note that when formal tombs are removed, the rituals sometimes shift 
rather than disappear – e.g., people may start honoring ancestors at home altars or clan 
halls more intensively. In Wenzhou’s case, there have been reports of lineage groups 
increasing their ancestral temple activities after tomb reform, as if to compensate for 
the loss of a tangible tomb site. This resonates with broader patterns in post-socialist 
China, where sacred spaces and practices are not eliminated but rather transformed and 
relocated under new conditions [4]. The result in Wenzhou today is a landscape and 
society in transition: the hills are gradually regaining greenery. The idea of a huge tomb 
as a must-have status symbol is diminishing (especially as younger generations tend to 
be less attached to village property); yet at the same time, local pride in lineage and 
heritage remains strong, now finding expression in new ways. In summary, the govern-
ance of Wenzhou’s chair tomb problem has required flexibility and cultural sensitivity. 
The state’s objectives, saving land and promoting simpler burials, had to be pursued 
through engagement with community values rather than simple diktat. By involving 
local elites in advocacy, providing alternatives that still allow the essence of ancestor 
honor (just with “one stone instead of a whole tomb” as one propaganda phrase put it), 
and phasing changes in gradually, Wenzhou managed to avoid the kind of angry stand-
offs seen elsewhere. The case underlines that policy implementation in China is not 
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monolithic: it is often negotiated, translated, and adapted on the ground. In Wenzhou, 
what might have been a harsh crackdown became, in effect, a slow cultural reform, one 
that is still ongoing, as the next section will discuss in terms of outcomes and future 
prospects. 

3 Analysis and Discussion 

3.1 Evolution of Chair-Shaped Tombs in Wenzhou 

Historically, rural Wenzhou was a peripheral region with very limited flat land for ag-
riculture. Most villages are nestled in narrow valleys or on foothills, with rice paddies 
and houses clustered on the lower ground. Given this geography, lineages followed the 
longstanding Chinese practice of siting ancestors’ graves on the surrounding hillsides, 
on the higher ground overlooking the villages. This had a dual benefit: preserving pre-
cious arable land for the living, and (in feng shui terms) placing the ancestors in a lofty 
position to protect the settlement. Over centuries, many Wenzhou clans established an-
cestral grave areas on certain hills, sometimes marked by sizeable earth mounds or 
carved tombstones. However, these traditional graves were usually modest in scale (of-
ten just earth mounds with a simple inscribed stone) due to economic constraints and 
the lack of cement technology. It was only in the late 20th century, with the advent of 
affordable concrete and the influx of wealth, that the “chair tomb” style emerged as a 
dominant form. According to local historians, the design was inspired by some old fam-
ily tombs dating to the Qing dynasty that had a curved “cradle” shape; in the 1980s, 
contractors in Wenzhou refined this into a standardized structure using rebar and con-
crete, which caught on quickly among villagers who could suddenly afford larger me-
morials [15]. By the late 1980s, tens of thousands of such tombs blanketed Wenzhou’s 
hills. Villages often have a “public mountain” or common hillside where lineage mem-
bers are buried in a terraced fashion. In past times, these terraces would slowly expand 
as each generation added graves. But in the reform era, what might have been gradual 
growth became, in many places, an explosive expansion: prosperous families did not 
wait for natural need but instead proactively rebuilt older tombs into larger ones and 
secured extra space for future use. This led to clusters of oversized tombs appearing in 
a short span of time. Each tomb typically occupies 10–20 square meters (including its 
retaining walls and a small courtyard in front for offerings). In some extreme cases, 
wealthy individuals constructed walled family grave compounds of several hundred 
square meters, carving out private burial “estates” on the mountainside. The practice 
spread via social network ties and lineage competition: as one village built extravagant 
tombs, nearby villages felt compelled to do the same to demonstrate that they too hon-
ored their ancestors. Wenzhou’s famed entrepreneurial culture (the region is known for 
its successful businesspeople, many of whom emigrated overseas or to cities) also 
played a role. Overseas, Wenzhou merchants and migrants often sent money back to 
their hometowns not only to build new houses, but also explicitly to renovate ancestral 
graves. It was common in the 1990s for a family to hold a grand ceremony unveiling a 
newly rebuilt tomb for a long-departed ancestor, with firecrackers, a feast, and perhaps 
an inscription crediting the family’s success to the ancestor’s blessing. Such acts both 
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reinforced lineage solidarity and served as displays of filial piety to the broader com-
munity (and by extension, displays of status). In effect, the tombs became a canvas for 
identity and reputation: a large, well-maintained tomb signaled that the descendants 
were prosperous, united, and pious, whereas a small or unkempt tomb could invite 
whispers of family decline or neglect. This “tomb image” consciousness fueled what 
local commentators described as tomb grandeur contests. Villagers recount that during 
the peak tomb-building years (late 1980s through early 2000s), one family’s construc-
tion would quickly prompt another family to upgrade their own ancestral grave, in an 
informal cycle of one-upmanship. “If Li’s family builds a tall tomb, the Zhang family 
doesn’t want to be outdone,” as one observer put it. In some instances, the competition 
had a performative aspect: families deliberately timed tomb reconstructions around im-
portant occasions (like a patriarch’s 60th birthday or a major festival) to maximize pub-
lic visibility and praise. This dynamic, while rooted in genuine reverence for ancestors, 
undoubtedly led to oversized and excessive constructions from a practical standpoint. 
The evolution of the chair tomb phenomenon can thus be seen as the convergence of 
traditional belief (the importance of ancestral resting places), socio-economic change 
(rapid wealth and the ability to invest in ritual structures), and local social politics (sta-
tus competition and face). By around 2005, the density of tombs in some Wenzhou 
localities had reached striking levels. One oft-cited example was in Leqing City’s Bai-
shi area, where hillside after hillside was covered in so many tombs that villagers joked, 
“not a single spot is left for a goat to graze.” Reports described certain mountains as 
“white to the top” with tomb facades. These visuals sparked debate even within the 
community: some younger villagers started to question why so much money was being 
“buried in the ground” rather than used for living relatives or village improvements. 
But elder generations strongly believed that honoring the ancestors with the best tomb 
possible would secure blessings and fortune for the descendants – a classic example of 
the Chinese concept of feng shui affecting family destiny. According to local geoman-
cers, a well-sited and well-built ancestral tomb could bring prosperity, whereas altering 
or neglecting a tomb could anger the ancestor’s spirit and result in misfortune. This 
spiritual logic made families very reluctant to alter existing graves or move to new 
burial methods. It also entrenched the notion that “bigger is better” for tombs, since a 
spacious tomb was thought to be more comfortable for the ancestor’s soul (analogous 
to providing a spacious home). In summary, the proliferation of chair-shaped tombs in 
Wenzhou evolved from genuine devotional practice into a kind of cultural arms race 
fueled by newfound wealth and old notions of prestige. What began as organically 
added family graves turned, in the span of two decades, into formalized, masonry tomb 
structures defining entire landscapes. While these tombs did fulfill social and spiritual 
functions, serving as sites for regular ancestor worship rituals such as seasonal offerings 
during Qingming and the Ghost Month, and their growth overshot the ecological car-
rying capacity of the region’s hills, setting the stage for the environmental and govern-
ance challenges addressed earlier. 
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3.2 Environmental Degradation 

“Greening-to-Whitening” of Hills: The impact of Wenzhou’s chair tomb boom on the 
landscape has been dramatic. Hillsides that were once lush green have, in heavily af-
fected areas, taken on a gray-white cast due to the sheer number of exposed concrete 
tomb structures. This “greening-to-whitening” transformation is clearly illustrated by 
before-and-after observations. For instance, local environmental authorities released 
drone photos of a hill in Yueqing: in 2010 it was blanketed by forest, by 2019 it showed 
expansive pale arcs of tomb courts with only patches of shrubbery remaining, and after 
a 2021 cleanup and replanting, it was largely green again with young trees where tombs 
had been removed. Such cases demonstrate both the scale of degradation and the po-
tential reversibility if action is taken. The primary ecological harm from the tomb pro-
liferation is the loss of vegetation cover. Chair tomb construction involves clearing an 
area, often including felling trees and removing root systems to create a level terrace. 
Moreover, to maintain the tomb (sweeping, making offerings), families traditionally 
keep the area around it free of weeds – sometimes even pouring a thin layer of concrete 
or plaster to prevent plant regrowth around the grave. The result is effectively a patch 
of artificial bare ground on the slope. When hundreds of tombs pepper a mountainside, 
the cumulative bare ground area can be substantial, leading to what Chinese observers 
dub “秃山” (bald mountain) spots. The ecological consequences of deforestation on 
hills are well-known: without tree roots and undergrowth, the soil is more prone to 
erosion when it rains. Indeed, local forestry officials in Wenzhou noted increased soil 
erosion in tomb-dense zones, as evidenced by sediment in runoff. The hills also lose 
some ability to retain water, which can exacerbate downstream flooding during heavy 
rains (since more runoff flows quickly off the bald slopes). Additionally, the lack of 
vegetation means a loss of habitat for birds, insects, and small mammals. In a region 
like Wenzhou, which is part of the subtropical broadleaf forest zone, hillside vegetation 
would ordinarily support a variety of species, from bamboo snakes to songbirds. But a 
cemented tomb terrace is essentially a dead zone ecologically; even after decades, many 
tomb sites remain sparsely recolonized by only hardy weeds in cracks, because the con-
crete and stone alter the microenvironment (e.g. increasing surface heat and reducing 
soil moisture). Thus, biodiversity declines in direct proportion to the area taken up by 
tomb surfaces. Another impact is on the scenic and psychological environment. Wen-
zhou’s mountains are traditionally celebrated in local culture (the phrase “青山绿水” 
– green hills and clear waters – is often used to describe the region’s beauty). The in-
cursion of thousands of tombs turned some of these beloved green hills into what vil-
lagers themselves described as “white hills” that looked “mottled” or “diseased.” This 
has a real effect on community well-being: many villagers reported feeling a sense of 
oppressive unease when climbing hills that were essentially large graveyards. “Full of 
white tombs, it makes your heart heavy,” said one resident of Dakan Village, comparing 
the sight to white scars on the mountain. Urban planners sometimes refer to this as 
visual pollution – the intrusion of manmade structures that disrupt the natural vista. In 
Wenzhou’s case, the visual dominance of tombs also reinforced the social pressure to 
build them; seeing the hillside full of big graves served as a constant reminder of the 
expectation to maintain one’s own family tomb comparably. Thus, the environmental 



 

860             L. Liu

change intertwined with social psychology in a feedback loop. From a resources per-
spective, the chair tomb trend also represents a misallocation of materials. Each tomb 
can contain several tonnes of concrete, bricks, and stone. Producing these materials has 
an environmental cost (energy use, quarrying, CO₂ emissions). While one or a few 
tombs might be negligible, tens of thousands of tombs mean a non-trivial amount of 
those resources essentially locked into unproductive monuments. In a sense, embedded 
in Wenzhou’s white hills are thousands of tonnes of cement and stone that will never 
serve a living purpose. Should policy shift or customs evolve such that those tombs are 
no longer maintained, disposing of that material safely (or reusing it) becomes another 
environmental task. Local civil affairs departments have already had to deal with rubble 
from tomb removals – often needing to haul it to construction landfills, since leaving it 
on the hill would defeat the greening effort. One environmental engineer quipped that 
the “effective decomposition time of a cement tomb could be 1000 years,” highlighting 
that unlike wooden coffins or earthen mounds, these modern tombs do not naturally 
reintegrate into the landscape. An important nuance, however, is that not all effects are 
permanent or irreversible. As noted, when Wenzhou authorities have removed tombs 
and replanted trees, the hills have shown significant recovery within a few years – grass 
and saplings can cover the old tomb site, gradually blending it back into the ecosystem. 
Moreover, some studies in Beijing and elsewhere suggest that if managed well, ceme-
teries can even support urban green space functions (like cooling and recreation) once 
they are no longer expanding. In Wenzhou’s rural context, a transformed hillside cem-
etery – one where tombs are reduced and greenery reintroduced – could in theory be-
come a park or a sustainable memorial forest. This potential for restoration has been a 
key argument of reformers: they emphasize that green burial practices can turn “白化 
山头” (whitened hilltops) back into “青山” (verdant hills). The case of Dagang Moun-
tain in Leqing is often cited: after a concerted tomb removal action, the mountain’s 
appearance improved markedly, and it was partially converted into a memorial park 
with walking paths and commemorative trees, which villagers came to appreciate. In 
sum, the environmental degradation caused by Wenzhou’s chair tombs has been severe 
in specific locales, manifesting as deforestation, habitat loss, soil erosion, and visual 
blight. Yet, it is not a hopeless situation. As the analysis indicates, policy interventions 
and natural regeneration can restore much of the ecological function if the tomb expan-
sion is halted and reversed. A key challenge is preventing future degradation by adapt-
ing burial traditions. In Wenzhou, this involves balancing ecological recovery with re-
spect for the de ad. 

3.3 Governance: Tradition versus Reform – Negotiating Change in Wenzhou: 

The governance of Wenzhou’s chair tomb phenomenon exemplifies the delicate bal-
ance between respecting cultural traditions and enforcing regulations for the common 
good. On one side is the enduring traditional view: maintaining large ancestral tombs 
is a filial duty and a source of family pride; moving or altering a grave is taboo and 
could anger the ancestors, risking misfortune. On the other side is the modern policy 
view: excessive tomb building is a misuse of land and contrary to the collective interest; 
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society must change with the times and adopt more rational, eco-friendly burial meth-
ods. Bridging these views has required a mix of education, incentives, and, occasion-
ally, coercion. Initially, in the late 20th century, local officials in Wenzhou were hesi-
tant to confront the tomb issue. There was an implicit social contract – as long as vil-
lagers’ practices did not overtly challenge state authority or vital interests, cadres would 
not intervene in customs like tomb building. However, by the 2000s, pressure from 
higher authorities (and from worsening land scarcity statistics) forced local govern-
ments to put burial reform on the agenda. Wenzhou’s approach has been more gradual 
and “soft-handed” compared to some other regions in China, which saw intense crack-
downs. To illustrate by contrast: in Zhoukou, Henan, the site of the 2012 campaign 
mentioned earlier, the government launched a very aggressive tomb removal effort. In 
less than a year, over 2.5 million corpses were exhumed and 3.5 million tombs flattened 
as part of a “return farmland” campaign. While the campaign temporarily achieved its 
numeric targets, it ignited a furor. As noted, many villagers stealthily rebuilt tomb 
mounds afterwards, and the campaign drew such bad press that it was eventually halted 
and criticized as “简单粗暴” (simplistic and crude). This hard enforcement model 
clearly showed the pitfalls of ignoring cultural sensitivities. Wenzhou’s officials took 
note and explicitly avoided framing their actions as a war on tombs. Instead, they used 
a more persuasive discourse centered on “win-win” outcomes: protecting the environ-
ment and preserving the essence of ancestor honor. Policies were often implemented 
via community-led efforts rather than top-down edicts. For example, many villages 
convened meetings of lineage heads and village elders to discuss the state of their local 
hills and to draft new “village rules” about burials. In some cases, villagers themselves 
agreed on rules like “no new chair tombs after this year” or limits on tomb size, which 
were then codified into the village charter (村规民约) with the endorsement of local 
authorities. This approach gave the reforms local legitimacy, portraying them as “our 
own decision for our village’s benefit” rather than an imposed mandate. Additionally, 
Wenzhou’s government made efforts to provide alternatives. Recognizing that simply 
banning traditional burials would be met with resistance, they invested in creating at-
tractive public burial options. Several ecological burial parks were established, where 
families could bury ashes under a tree or in a garden and have the deceased’s name 
engraved on a communal monument. These parks were landscaped nicely and kept free 
of the smoke and litter often seen in old grave hills, thus appealing to some urbanized 
villagers who liked the cleaner, park-like setting. The government subsidized the costs 
(often offering basic eco-burial free of charge for residents). As a result, uptake slowly 
increased.By 2020, the Wenzhou Civil Affairs Bureau reported that over 60% of new 
deaths in the city were being interred in land-saving ways (including cremation with 
storage, tree or sea burial, etc.), a marked change from a decade prior when traditional 
tomb burial was the norm [19].This local statistic mirrors national trends. For instance, 
by 2020, China aimed to have over 50% of all burials be eco-friendly, a target report-
edly reached in many provinces (Fujian’s eco-burial rate hit 93% by 2023, and Guang-
dong’s exceeded 63% ). In Wenzhou, the shift has been facilitated not only by policy 
carrots and sticks but also by generational change. Younger Wenzhou residents, espe-
cially those who have lived in cities or have higher education, tend to be more receptive 
to green burial concepts. A 2023 survey study found that Chinese aged 18–40 were 
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significantly more willing to consider eco-burials than those over 60 [20]. This pattern 
is evident in Wenzhou’s village meetings: youth are often supportive of reforms, citing 
environmental and economic reasons, whereas elders are more emotionally attached to 
maintaining the old tombs. Over time, as the demographic balance shifts, reforms nat-
urally become easier to implement. Importantly, Wenzhou’s governance did not com-
pletely avoid coercion; there were instances of enforcement when persuasion failed. 
Teams were sent to physically dismantle a number of illegally built tombs, typically 
new ones that appeared after the cutoff date. In one account from 2017, a village cadre 
described having to remove about 15 newly built chair tombs that a few stubborn fam-
ilies constructed despite the village ban; they did this at dawn to avoid confrontation, 
then immediately planted trees on those sites to signal permanent change. The families 
protested but were given compensation in the form of free niches in the township cem-
etery. Such tactics, while delicate, underline that the government ultimately asserted its 
authority to stop further tomb expansion. Yet, by focusing on preventing new tombs 
rather than ripping out old ones en masse, Wenzhou minimized direct conflict. They 
often grandfathered in existing tombs (allowing them to remain until the family will-
ingly moved them), which helped alleviate fears. Over the course of the reform, a com-
bination of natural attrition and voluntary relocation gradually reduced the number of 
chair tombs. When an old tomb’s occupant was relocated (for example, when multiple 
ancestors’ ashes were combined into a single new grave or placed in a public colum-
barium), the family was encouraged to dismantle the now-empty tomb. Villages orga-
nized collective tomb removal days, where multiple tombs would be flattened and the 
area reforested in a ceremonial way – sometimes even with relatives of the deceased 
attending and sprinkling flower petals, transforming it into a kind of “green farewell” 
ritual. This approach gave a sense of closure and sanctity to the removal process, rather 
than framing it as purely demolition. In reflecting on Wenzhou’s experience, one can 
see a microcosm of China’s grassroots governance at work. The outcome so far is cau-
tiously positive: Wenzhou’s hills are indeed greener today than they were a decade ago, 
and the thick “tomb forest” of chair monuments is mostly a thing of the past. The city 
claims a high rate of cremation and land-saving burial (local media cite a figure of 67% 
eco-burials in recent years, though independent verification is limited) and thousands 
of mu of land saved annually from being used as grave plots. At the same time, lineage 
and family traditions have adapted rather than disappeared. Ancestral remembrance re-
mains robust – Wenzhou people still dutifully honor their departed during festivals, 
though increasingly at memorial walls or via digital commemorations (online memorial 
pages, etc.) rather than at elaborate tombs. The government’s hope is that “厚养薄葬” 
(care for the elderly abundantly while they live, but keep funerals and burials modest) 
becomes the new norm. To some extent, this value is taking root as younger generations 
see the practical wisdom in it. Of course, the transformation is not without lingering 
tensions. Some villagers privately express sadness that the “ancestral seat” on the 
mountain is gone, feeling a symbolic loss even if they rationally understand the reasons. 
There is also the question of maintaining the new public burial sites, ensuring they do 
not become neglected or overcrowded, which could prompt people to return to private 
burials. Additionally, a few holdouts still perform stealth burials in remote corners of 
the hills, which authorities continue to monitor. Overall, however, the Wenzhou case 
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demonstrates that with patient, culturally informed governance, even deeply ingrained 
practices can evolve in the face of environmental necessity. It stands as a model of sorts, 
one noted by national civil affairs officials, for balancing reform with respect for local 
customs. 

4 Conclusions 

4.1 The Evolution of Tradition and the Cultural Basis for Reform 

The case of Wenzhou’s chair-shaped tombs exemplifies the complex interplay of cul-
tural tradition, environmental pressure, and governance in contemporary China. What 
began as a venerable practice of filial piety – building substantial tombs to honor one’s 
ancestors – grew, under new socio-economic conditions, into an unsustainable burden 
on the landscape. Our analysis shows that the proliferation of these tombs led to “white” 
barren hillsides, vegetation loss, and inefficient land use, impacts well-attested by stud-
ies of Chinese cemetery ecology and land management. In the span of a few decades, 
parts of Wenzhou’s countryside experienced a literal and figurative transformation: 
“green mountains” turned “white”, and what was once seen as a hallowed tradition 
came to be viewed by many as an excessive luxury. Yet, the process of reforming this 
practice also highlights the importance of cultural sensitivity. The Chinese state’s push 
for “ecological civilization” and green burials had to be balanced with the local popu-
lace’s deeply held values regarding ancestors. Wenzhou’s experience underscores that 
effective and lasting change requires working with those values rather than simply 
against them. Officials learned that decrees alone were not enough, community buy-in 
was essential.  

4.2 Reframing Values and Adapting Rituals 

By framing eco-burials as “modern expressions of filial piety” (e.g., replanting a tree 
in memory of the ancestor rather than erecting a huge tomb) and involving lineage el-
ders in the decision-making, the reformers made headway without sparking mass op-
position. This pragmatic approach accords with the broader observation that China’s 
grassroots changes often happen when state goals are presented in terms compatible 
with local moral frameworks [15]. In this case, appealing to the idea that protecting the 
environment is itself an act of virtue towards future generations helped reframe the 
narrative. Going forward, the Wenzhou experience suggests that a sustainable recon-
ciliation of tradition and modern needs is indeed possible. Part of the solution lies in 
continued public education and cultural innovation. The concept of eco-civilization (生 
态文明) championed by China’s leadership can serve as an ideological bridge, empha-
sizing that caring for nature is a form of filial duty to the community. If villagers inter-
nalize that honoring ancestors through greener means preserves the hills and waters for 
their descendants, then ecological goals and filial values become aligned rather than 
opposed. Already, one can see nascent signs of such a shift: younger families in Wen-
zhou have started practicing “厚养薄葬” by spending more on quality care for elderly 
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parents and choosing simpler burials afterward, reflecting a change in value priority. 
Another important element is ritual adaptation. Human societies have always evolved 
their rituals to new contexts, and Wenzhou is witnessing this in real time. Traditional 
tomb-sweeping can be supplemented (or in some cases replaced) by new forms of me-
morialization. For example, Wenzhou has an online memorial platform where people 
can pay respects digitally, and some villages now hold collective memorial ceremonies 
at the new parks every Qingming. Such community memorial events, often led by local 
religious figures or respected elders, can help transfer the emotional weight from the 
old tombs to the new settings. In fact, Wenzhou’s authorities have wisely supported the 
idea of “letting rituals move with the tombs”. When villagers relocated coffins to a 
public cemetery, local officials sometimes helped organize a reburial ceremony with 
priests and family members, thereby sanctifying the new grave site. This kind of ritual 
accommodation is crucial to making the changes stick because it provides emotional 
closure and continuity.  

4.3 Policy Support, Future Challenges, and Research Directions 

At a policy level, the Wenzhou case also highlights the role of economic and regulatory 
instruments. Subsidies and financial support clearly played a positive role. They re-
duced the burden on families and offered a tangible reward for change. Going forward, 
maintaining these incentives (for example, continuing to offer free or low-cost eco-
burial services and small cash rewards for using them) will help reinforce the new norm. 
Moreover, keeping a strong regulatory eye, using tools like drone surveillance to ensure 
no resurgence of illegal tomb-building, will be necessary for some years until the cul-
tural shift fully takes root. The government is incorporating such measures into a long-
term supervision mechanism to prevent relapse. As of the mid-2020s, Wenzhou’s offi-
cial data proudly noted that the city’s land-saving burial rate had reached about 67%, 
saving roughly 4,800 mu of land per year and sparing families an estimated ¥40 billion 
in funeral expenses over the past decade [17]. While such figures should be taken with 
caution, they indicate a substantial positive impact. With each passing year, the memory 
of extravagant tombs will likely fade, and the greening hills will stand as a testament to 
the successful balancing of tradition and modernity. Of course, vigilance is needed: 
cultural changes can span generations, and some remote areas might lag behind. Con-
tinuous engagement with communities, especially through schools (to educate the 
young) and through honoring those who set examples, can consolidate the gains. Future 
research could fruitfully examine how these changes in burial practice affect other as-
pects of social life. For instance, will lineage identity weaken or shift as physical tombs 
are less central? Or will ancestral temples regain greater importance as alternate focal 
points for lineage gatherings? Longitudinal studies in Wenzhou villages could track 
whether the status competition formerly invested in tombs moves to other arenas (per-
haps more lavish ancestor worship ceremonies instead). Additionally, environmental 
follow-up studies could quantify the regeneration of biodiversity and forest cover on 
hills where tombs were removed, providing concrete ecological metrics of success. 
Quantitative remote sensing analysis before and after tomb removal would be espe-
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cially insightful, as would soil and hydrology measurements to see if erosion rates de-
cline. From a policy evaluation perspective, it would be valuable to survey residents in 
a few years to measure attitude changes – to what extent do they accept the new prac-
tices, and do they feel any loss of cultural heritage or not? Anthropological fieldwork 
might document emerging “hybrid” tomb forms or rituals (for example, some villagers 
might still shape new graves with a subtle chair-like outline or paint a symbolic 
“backrest” on a flat tombstone as a nod to tradition). Capturing such creative syntheses 
would deepen our understanding of how communities internalize reform. In conclusion, 
Wenzhou’s journey with its “chair tombs” offers a hopeful message: with careful, cul-
turally informed strategies, a community was able to move from white back to green, 
restoring its environment while still honoring its ancestors. It shows that ecological 
modernization need not mean a rejection of the past, but can mean the renewal of tra-
dition in a form suited to the present. By combining environmental science with deep 
cultural understanding, policymakers and community leaders in Wenzhou forged a path 
that ensured both the hills’ longevity and the lineage’s dignity. As China and other 
nations grapple with sustainable development and heritage preservation, the lessons 
from this case may inspire similar win-win approaches elsewhere, demonstrating that 
in the long run, “protecting the hills is also protecting the graves,” as one elder con-
cluded after seeing Wenzhou’s green transformation. 
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