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Formation Mechanisms of the Consumed Countryside and Pathways to Rural

Revitalization: A Case Study of Gannan
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Abstract: Since the Industrial Revolution, industrialization and urbanization have shaped the
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dominant trajectory of social development. Rural areas have long provided land, raw materials,
labor, and ecological space for urban growth, while cities have functioned as centers of production
and consumption. In recent years, however, urban consumption spaces have shown signs of saturation,
and standardized commodities and everyday routines have generated a growing demand for differentiated
rural experiences. This article uses the concept of the “consumed countryside” to explain this
transformation. The concept does not simply refer to consumption activities taking place in rural
areas. Rather, it describes a process in which the countryside itself becomes an object of urban
consumption. In this process, natural landscapes, ethnic cultures, traditional ways of life, and local
social relations acquire symbolic value and are transformed into resources for experience, display,
and exchange.

Taking Tibetan villages in Gannan Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Gansu Province, as a
case, this article examines how consumer society extends from urban spaces to rural areas. Based on
field observations and in-depth interviews with local officials, villagers, outside investors, and
tourists, the study includes more than 70 interviews and selects 43 interview records for core
analysis. The case shows that Gannan does not follow the conventional path of deep industrialization.
Under an older development model, this absence of deep industrialization may be viewed as a
disadvantage. In consumer society, however, Gannan’s grasslands, wetlands, canyons, Tibetan
Buddhist culture, festivals, handicrafts, pastoral routines, and patterns of local social interaction are
revalued as distinctive rural resources.

The study finds that the making of the consumed countryside in Gannan involves two interrelated
mechanisms. The first is the symbolic transformation of rural resources. Natural scenery, ethnic culture,
traditional lifestyles, and everyday social interactions in Gannan’s villages are detached from their
original agricultural and pastoral functions and reorganized as signs of nature, tradition, authenticity,
and slow living. These signs respond to urban consumers’ expectations and become central resources
in the rural experience economy. The second mechanism is the coordination of multiple actors. Local
governments provide guidance through planning, infrastructure development, cultural preservation,
and ecological governance. Market actors convert local resources into tourism services, cultural
products, specialty agricultural goods, homestays, outdoor activities, and wellness services. Villagers
participate as hosts, guides, craft workers, service providers, cooperative members, and online sellers.
Digital platforms further connect remote villages with urban consumers through promotion, booking,
payment, and e-commerce.

This transformation restructures rural society and space. It reshapes industrial structure and
economic forms, reconfigures urban-rural relations, reworks cultural identity, and changes rural
governance practices. In Gannan, a collaborative development model emerges through the interaction of
government guidance, market operation, and community participation. This model moves beyond
the conventional path of “resource supply-industrial embedding” and establishes a differentiated
development pattern driven by external consumer demand. The Gannan case therefore provides a
useful reference for rural revitalization in remote ethnic minority regions. At the same time, it
highlights the need to guard against ecological pressure, cultural over-commercialization, unequal
benefit distribution, and excessive dependence on external consumption.

Keywords: Consumed countryside; Ethnic minority regions; Rural revitalization; Symbolic

consumption; Urban-rural development
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