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1. Introduction 

 

Yunnan Province in Southwest China is widely recognized for its cultural and ethnic diversity. Among the many ethnic 
groups residing in this region, the Yi people have preserved a rich musical heritage that is deeply interwoven with their social 
identity, history, and community life. Yi folk music is not merely a form of entertainment; it serves as a conduit for cultural 
memory, social customs, religious beliefs, and moral teachings (Ming & Lewis, 2020; Rees, 2021; Yin et al., 2025; Zhang & Wu, 
2023). It is often performed during community events such as harvest festivals, initiation rites, weddings, funerals, and other 
communal rituals. Traditionally, these songs are passed down orally through generations and are taught through repetition 
and immersion in daily activities. This form of transmission allows emotional, linguistic, and historical depth to remain intact, 
preserving both the sonic and symbolic content of Yi cultural life (Chan et al., 2024; Liu & Chuangprakhon, 2024; Nhlekisana, 
2021; Wen, 2024; Yirenkyi, 2019). However, the organic, community-based processes that once supported the continuity of Yi 
folk music are now in decline. 

Recently, the forces of urbanization, the market economy, and the media have begun to alter the cultural fabric of Yi 
communities. Younger generations are drawn to modern lifestyles and globalized cultural expressions, especially in urban 
centers where the dominance of Mandarin Chinese and digital media often marginalizes local traditions (Chu, 2018; Lai et al., 
2024; Liu, 2025; Ma, 2019). Many young Yi individuals have limited exposure to traditional musical practices, and fewer are 
still willing or able to learn them in depth. Community elders, once stewards of musical knowledge, now contend with dwindling 
audiences and limited platforms for performance (Kirui, 2024; Yang et al., 2025). As a result, the traditional oral transmission 
of Yi folk music is weakening, and in many areas, the knowledge of songs, instruments, and context-specific performance is 
fading rapidly. Without effective intervention, this trend risks turning a vibrant cultural tradition into a static museum artifact, 
appreciated only in staged performances or academic archives rather than as a living practice (Pawar, 2025; Wang & Thotham, 
2025; You & Prathumchan, 2024). 

In response to this cultural erosion, this research investigates how ethnomusicological approaches can be employed to 
support the sustainable transmission of Yi folk music in Yunnan. Ethnomusicology, which combines musicology, anthropology, 
and cultural theory, provides a valuable lens through which both the aesthetic and social dimensions of folk music can be 
studied and revitalized. Recent work highlights sustainability models in ethnomusicology that emphasize ecological balance, 
adaptability, and participatory learning (Schippers & Grant, 2016; Chocano, 2022). These frameworks extend the debate 
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beyond China, situating Yi folk music within global conversations on the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage and musical 
ecology (Gwerevende & Mthombeni, 2023). This study does not aim to document Yi music solely for archival purposes but 
rather aims to explore how this music can evolve and adapt in ways that remain true to its origins while engaging with 
contemporary contexts (Li & Su, 2024; Waterman, 2019). It explores the historical development of Yi folk music, its key musical 
features, and the various sociocultural dynamics that shape its current transmission. It also examines how local communities, 
practitioners, educators, and cultural institutions can collaborate to design innovative strategies for revitalizing the music 
tradition. These include integrating Yi music into formal education, creating participatory community workshops, and 
leveraging digital platforms for documentation and sharing (Cao, 2025; Huang et al., 2024; Yi, 2024). 

The significance of this research lies in its interdisciplinary and community-focused orientation. While there have been 
top-down efforts to preserve traditional music through festivals and state-sponsored recordings, these efforts often fail to 
generate long-term impacts at the grassroots level (Agyefi, 2022; Biasioli, 2023). By shifting the focus toward ethnomusicology, 
this study focuses on the lived experiences of Yi musicians and the everyday contexts in which music is learned, performed, 
and understood. It recognizes the importance of empowering local actors, especially elders, youth, and educators, to take 
active roles in the preservation and transformation of their musical heritage (Gaunt et al., 2021; Hypolito, 2024; Ma & Chen, 
2024). Moreover, by engaging with global theoretical perspectives on cultural resilience and sustainable music pedagogy 
(Bartleet et al., 2019; Yi, 2024), this study positions Yi folk music as part of an international dialogue on cultural continuity and 
innovation in the face of globalization. 
 

2. Materials and Methods 
 

This study adopted a qualitative research approach to explore how Yi folk music is transmitted and how its sustainability 
can be supported through ethnomusicological strategies. Field work was conducted in selected communities of Yunnan 
Province, where Yi ethnic music traditions remain active. Research has focused on understanding local transmission practices, 
both traditional and contemporary, and identifying challenges and opportunities in preserving this cultural heritage 
(Gwerevende & Mthombeni, 2023; Jian & Chuangprakhon, 2025; Qiu et al., 2024). Emphasis was placed on the role of 
community participation, generational knowledge exchange, and adaptive innovation in sustaining Yi musical traditions. 
 

2.1. Research Site and Participants  
 

The study was conducted in two types of Yi ethnic communities: rural villages, where traditional rituals and seasonal 
festivals are still observed, and semiurban areas, where transmission is more fragmented but music practices are adapting. The 
research involved a total of five informants. Three key informants were senior community members regarded as culture 
bearers, teachers, and performers of Yi folk music. These individuals had extensive experience in musical practice and 
community engagement. Two general informants were younger Yi individuals familiar with music from either informal learning 
or passive exposure, as shown in Table 1. 

Participants were selected using purposive sampling to ensure representation of both elder practitioners and younger 
generations, which allowed for a comparative understanding of transmission processes across age groups. The selection 
process also accounted for gender, geographic accessibility, and willingness to participate in extended field interviews and 
observations. 
 

Table 1 Informant types and roles. 

Informant Type Number Role in Research 

Key Informants 3 Experienced practitioners, custodians, community leaders 
General Informants 2 Young adults, learners, and community members familiar with Yi music 

 

2.2. Research tools and steps 
 

To collect comprehensive and authentic data, the study employed three main qualitative tools. Semistructured 
interviews were used to allow flexible and in-depth responses, particularly about the informants’ lived experiences and 
transmission insights. Nonparticipant observation was carried out during public performances, ritual ceremonies, and informal 
music gatherings. Document analysis focused on existing cultural materials such as local songbooks, festival brochures, and 
community documents. 

Interviews were conducted in the Yi dialect or Mandarin Chinese depending on the informants’ preferences. When 
interviews were conducted in the Yi dialect, trained local interpreters assisted in real-time translation and subsequent 
transcription. Translated materials were cross-checked with bilingual speakers to ensure semantic accuracy and cultural 
fidelity. The research process unfolded in five steps, which were structured to ensure immersion, engagement, and reflection, 
as shown in Table 2. 

Field work was conducted in a culturally sensitive manner, with informed verbal consent from all participants. The 
number of interview sessions ranged from 30--90 minutes, and the observation periods coincided with weekly or seasonal 
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cultural events, depending on the community calendar. To manage researcher bias, field notes included reflexive memos 
documenting the researcher’s positionality, expectations, and interactions with community members. These memos were 
reviewed alongside coding to distinguish subjective impressions from emergent patterns in the data. 

 

Table 2 Steps of the research process. 

Step Description 

1 Selection of communities with active Yi folk music traditions 
2 Identification and invitation of knowledgeable and diverse informants 
3 Conducting interviews in Yi dialect with local translation where necessary 
4 Observation of live music contexts and informal documentation 
5 Thematic analysis of interview transcripts and field notes 

 

2.3. Data analysis 
 

After data collection, all the interview transcripts and field notes were reviewed and coded via thematic analysis. Coding 
categories were developed inductively and refined through cross-case comparisons. Major themes included oral transmission, 
community-based learning, intergenerational gaps, musical innovation, digital adaptation, and perceived threats to cultural 
sustainability. The triangulation of data from different sources, including interviews, observations, and documents, ensured a 
reliable interpretation of patterns. The emerging themes were then summarized in tables to provide a clear overview of the 
findings, commonalities, and variances across different informant groups, as shown in Table 3. 

 

Table 3 Thematic Categories for Data Analysis. 

Theme Description 

Oral Transmission Informal teaching and learning through repetition, memory, and example 
Community-Based Learning Role of communal spaces, rituals, and elders in education 
Innovation and Adaptation Changes in instruments, lyrics, and performance settings 
Cultural Challenges Urban migration, youth disinterest, and institutional gaps 
Future Expectations Hopes for integration into education, festivals, and digital platforms 

 

These themes helped frame the results, which explored not only how Yi folk music is currently transmitted but also what 
strategies could make this transmission more sustainable for future generations. 
 

3. Results 
 

The findings center around four main themes: traditional transmission practices, challenges and contextual shifts, 
contemporary innovations including social media and school-based integration, and strategic perspectives from community 
voices. 
 

3.1. Historical transmission practices 

 

Yi folk music, which has long been embedded in the life rhythms of rural Yunnan, has historically been passed down 
orally, often in communal settings and without formal notation. This method was immersive and intuitive and anchored in 
participation, listening, and repetition. One elder informant reflected, “We sang what our elders sang. We did not have written 
lyrics; we remembered by singing again and again.” 

Traditionally, music accompanied every significant event—birth celebrations, courtship rituals, agricultural festivals, and 
funerals. These musical practices functioned as a living oral archive of Yi identity. However, this transmission model has 
weakened significantly due to migration, technological shifts, and declining participation. As shown in Table 4, traditional 
performance contexts are increasingly replaced by mechanized work or commercialized representations. 
 

Table 4 Traditional vs. current contexts of Yi folk music performance. 

Performance Context Traditional Practice Current Status 

Rituals and Ceremonies Integral part of community spiritual and ancestral 
practices 

Rarely practiced; replaced by modern 
ceremonies 

Agricultural Work Sung during planting, harvesting, and labor coordination Declining; replaced by mechanized work culture 
Courtship and Social 
Events 

Sung in youth gatherings, courting rituals Mostly absent; replaced by digital social culture 

Festivals Performed by community members as participatory 
celebration 

Performed on stage as cultural displays 

Oral Teaching Learned informally from elders through imitation and 
repetition 

Informal learning in decline; little family-level 
transfer 
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The shift from participatory to staged performance has diminished the authenticity and social relevance of Yi folk music. 
The functional context of music, once integrated into the rhythms of life, has been reduced to symbolic showcases for outsiders 
or superficial school performances. 

 

3.2. Community Challenges and Shifting Contexts 

 

In addition to historical shifts, this study explored contemporary obstacles hindering the transmission of Yi folk music. 
One major issue raised by the informants was the disconnection between generations. A common observation was that young 
people are immersed in mainstream media and pop culture, often with little understanding or interest in their musical roots. 
“My son knows pop music, but not even one of our songs,” said one informant, smiling bitterly. The intergenerational gap is 
further widened by the loss of fluency in the Yi dialect, which is crucial for understanding the lyrics and meanings embedded 
in the songs. 

Educational structures also play a significant role in this cultural disjuncture. In most cases, schools in Yi-majority areas 
prioritize Mandarin and general curricula. Ethnic music is treated as extracurricular or ceremonial content and is rarely 
integrated meaningfully into classroom teaching. When folk music appears, it is often simplified and decontextualized, limiting 
its impact. “They teach one song for the competition, then forget it,” said one informant, referring to a school that had briefly 
adopted a Yi melody for a provincial culture event. 

On the other hand, local governments have initiated cultural festivals and heritage shows aimed at promoting minority 
culture. However, many informants noted that these events are more focused on entertainment and tourism than education 
or transmission. One cultural worker explained that performers are often selected for their visual appeal or vocal strength 
rather than their depth of cultural knowledge. In many cases, villagers are dressed in traditional costumes but sing scripted 
songs that lack cultural specificity. As another informant expressed, “It looks beautiful, but it’s empty.” 

The erosion of contextual meaning in performance is one of the most profound risks to the sustainability of Yi folk music. 
Once uprooted from its social function, ritualistic, emotional, or pedagogical, music becomes spectacular. Table 1 details the 
extent of this transformation across traditional settings, indicating where continuity has been preserved and where 
disconnection is most acute. 
 

3.3. Adaptation and Innovation in Practice 

 

Despite the challenges, the research reveals encouraging signs of innovation. Several young performers are 
experimenting with fusion music, blending traditional Yi melodies with contemporary beats and digital instrumentation. These 
creations, shared through platforms such as Douyin and WeChat, are gaining popularity among urban Yi youth, making heritage 
feel relevant. One artist remarked, “We keep the melody, but the beat is more modern; it makes them feel proud and 
interested.” 

Other adaptive practices include weekend workshops, NGO-led programs, and informal mentorships. These initiatives 
emphasize participatory learning and cultural storytelling. One informant shared, “When we sang together, they laughed, and 
some even brought their grandparents.” 

Table 5 clearly shows that digital platforms, while not always educationally deep, are vital for re-engagement. 
Conversely, grassroots efforts have deeper pedagogical potential but limited reach. Hybrid approaches that combine both may 
offer the best pathway forward. 

 

Table 5 Current strategies for Yi folk music preservation. 

Strategy Type Description Effectiveness 

Community Workshops Informal Weekend programs led by elders to teach children 
traditional songs 

Moderate participation; 
inconsistent 

School Events Semiformal Inclusion of ethnic songs in occasional school 
activities or performances 

Limited depth of learning 

Social Media and Digital 
Content 

Informal/Formal Fusion music shared via short videos and music 
apps 

Engages youth; lacks 
educational depth 

Government-Organized 
Cultural Festivals 

Formal Showcase of ethnic music through staged 
performances and tourism events 

High visibility; low 
authenticity 

NGO-Led Educational 
Programs  

Formal Projects supporting local transmission through 
funding and training 

Promising but needs 
expansion 

 

3.4. Informant Perspectives on Sustainable Strategies 

 

Community members emphasized the need to embrace modern tools while preserving cultural meaning. “If we use new 
tools, we must still sing in Yi words,” said one informant. Others called for integration of Yi music into school curricula, not just 
in music class but across subjects, language, history, and ethics. 
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There is growing interest in collaboration with ethnomusicologists, not merely for documentation but for co-creation of 
digital archives, mobile apps, and interactive teaching modules. Informants stressed the importance of reciprocity: “We want 
partners, not tourists.” As shown in Table 6. 

 

Table 6 Informants’ perspectives on future transmission pathways. 

Proposed Strategy Perceived Benefits Challenges 

Integration into School Curriculum Early exposure and cultural identity building Requires curriculum reform 
Creation of Digital Archives Permanent and accessible record Needs tech access and training 
Mobile Learning Applications Youth-friendly engagement Excludes nondigital users 
Community Incentives and Support Motivation for participation Depends on policy and funding support 
Collaboration with Ethnomusicologists Expertise and resource development Risk of extractive or one-sided research 

 

These insights demonstrate a strong community desire for proactive, collaborative, and educationally meaningful 
preservation strategies. Rather than returning to the past, Yi communities seek ways to regenerate their cultural expressions 
within contemporary digital and institutional contexts. 
 

4. Discussion 
 

The findings of this study underscore both the vulnerability and resilience of Yi folk music traditions in Yunnan Province. 
As demonstrated through ethnographic interviews and field observations, oral transmission, the foundational method by which 
Yi music has historically been preserved, has significantly declined due to urban migration, changing family structures, and the 
dominance of mainstream media (Chu, 2018; Ma, 2019). This is consistent with previous research highlighting the erosion of 
intangible cultural heritage when intergenerational transmission is interrupted (Nhlekisana, 2021; Yirenkyi, 2019). As fewer 
young people are exposed to traditional performance contexts, the functional roles of music within rituals, agricultural 
practices, and social events are diminishing. The transformation from community-based, immersive musical experiences to 
staged, performative displays for tourism aligns with earlier critiques of heritage commodification (Rees, 2021; Biasioli, 2023). 

Nonetheless, the study also reveals emerging pathways that support the revitalization of Yi music through innovation 
and adaptation. Initiatives such as community-led workshops, youth-led digital performances, and grassroots integration of 
music into semiformal education settings suggest that local actors are not passive in the face of cultural change. These findings 
align with the work of Gaunt et al. (2021) and Yi (2024), who argue for community-responsive music pedagogy and highlight 
musicians as cultural agents of change. They also reflect Schippers and Grant’s (2016) “sustainability square,” which integrates 
transmission, adaptability, and community agency as pillars of long-term cultural continuity. This framework resonates with 
Norton and Matsumoto (2018) ecological approach, which emphasizes the interdependence of social, cultural, and educational 
systems in sustaining music traditions. Importantly, while government-led cultural festivals and school-based activities often 
lack depth and contextual grounding, they provide visibility that could be harnessed more effectively if coupled with 
educational intent and community collaboration (Hypolito, 2024; Georgios, 2018). 

A particularly noteworthy contribution of this study is the emphasis placed on informant perspectives regarding 
sustainable transmission. Informants across generations called for a balance between tradition and innovation and stressed 
that language, ritual, and emotional context must remain central to musical experiences. These insights reinforce theoretical 
frameworks in ethnomusicology that advocate for “situated learning” and coproduced cultural preservation (Waterman, 2019; 
Jian & Chuangprakhon, 2025). They also align with global models of music sustainability that emphasize cultural ecology, where 
community participation, pedagogy, and digital innovation intersect to ensure vitality (Bartleet et al., 2019; Gwerevende & 
Mthombeni, 2023). The desire for mobile learning tools, digital archives, and school integration reflects global trends in the 
digital preservation of endangered traditions (Cao, 2025; Kirui, 2024), yet informants were clear in their warnings: technology 
must support, not replace, cultural meaning. 

In conclusion, this research contributes to the broader discourse on sustainable intangible cultural heritage by providing 
an ethnomusicological case study rooted in community voice and participatory practice. The Yi people’s musical heritage, while 
under threat, retains adaptive vitality that can be channelled through hybrid strategies. These must include formal educational 
reforms, digital innovation, and ethical, long-term partnerships with scholars and institutions. By systematically linking local 
findings with global ethnomusicological theories of sustainability and pedagogy, this study affirms that cultural preservation 
must be understood as a dynamic process of adaptation, agency, and resilience rather than static conservation (Schippers & 
Grant, 2016; Norton & Matsumoto, 2018). 

Future studies could examine the long-term impact of mobile applications and digital archives on rural community 
participation in Yi folk music. Comparative research across ethnic groups in Southwest China would also help identify cross-
cultural strategies for transmission. Additionally, longitudinal studies that follow community-based education programs over 
time would provide insights into the effectiveness and scalability of grassroots preservation models. 
 

5. Conclusions 
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The analysis revealed that traditional oral methods of musical transmission, once rooted in communal rituals and daily 
life, are under threat due to generational gaps, urban migration, and cultural commodification. However, the research also 
revealed promising pathways for revitalization, including grassroots educational initiatives, digital innovation, and community-
ethnomusicologist collaboration. These results affirm the relevance of participatory, context-sensitive strategies in preserving 
intangible cultural heritage and underscore the critical role of local actors in shaping culturally grounded solutions. This study 
contributes a novel, community-centered perspective to the field of ethnomusicology by foregrounding the voices of Yi 
informants and aligning their perspectives with contemporary cultural sustainability theories. While the scope was limited to 
five informants in select regions of Yunnan, the insights generated provide essential recommendations for similar ethnic music 
traditions facing comparable transitions. Limitations include the study's geographic and demographic focus, which may not 
capture broader regional variation. Future research should consider longitudinal studies and cross-cultural comparisons to 
expand the understanding of how digital tools and educational frameworks can reinforce folk music transmission. Ultimately, 
this research reinforces the importance of integrating cultural heritage preservation into both academic discourse and practical 
community development. 
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