
Cultura. International Journal of Philosophy of Culture and Axiology 21(3)/2024: 115-144 

115 

Exploring the Significance of Traditional Music in 
Safeguarding and Transmitting Intangible Cultural 

Heritage: A Case Study of the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group 

Jiayang Li DFA 
Department of musicology, International College, Krirk University, Bangkok, 10220, 

Thailand 
376686332@qq.com 

https://orcid.org/0009-0007-6200-9173 

Yimiao Su, Ph. D* 
Professor, Department of musicology, International College, Krirk University, 

Bangkok, 10220, Thailand 
Shtsym2006@126.com 

https://orcid.org/0009-0009-4560-5162 

Abstract: This scholarly exploration delves deeply into the profound significance of 
traditional music within the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group, a community nestled in the 
southern reaches of Yunnan Province, China. Rooted in centuries of history and tightly 
interwoven with their cultural identity, traditional music emerges as an invaluable 
conduit for the preservation and transmission of intangible cultural heritage (ICH) 
among the Yunnan Bai. With meticulous scrutiny encompassing its historical 
trajectory, a diverse array of instruments, and its multifaceted roles in rituals, 
celebrations, and daily life, this study emphatically underscores the pivotal role of 
music in encapsulating narratives, instilling cultural values, and fostering a profound 
sense of communal belonging. Nevertheless, the contemporary terrain presents 
formidable challenges to the safeguarding of this rich cultural legacy, exacerbated by 
the forces of urbanization, globalization, and evolving lifestyles. To counteract these 
challenges effectively, a multifaceted array of strategies is elucidated herein, 
encompassing educational programs, mentorship initiatives, and the astute utilization 
of MS Excel, NVivo, and SPSS 26 for data analysis, along with technology and media 
for broader heritage dissemination. These initiatives stand as vital pillars in bridging 
generational divides and ensuring the enduring vitality of Yunnan Bai traditional music. 
In essence, traditional music within the Yunnan Bai community stands not only as a 
sonic tapestry but also as a testament to the resilience of intangible cultural heritage. 
This study illuminates the indispensable role of music in safeguarding and perpetuating 
the intricate cultural fabric of the Yunnan Bai, ensuring its enduring resonance and 
cultural vibrancy for generations to come. 
Keywords: Yunan Bai, Ethnic Minority, Intangible Cultural Heritage, Traditional 
Music 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Cultural heritage, often described as the legacy of traditions, practices, 
and knowledge handed down through generations, forms an essential 
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tapestry that embodies the identity and history of diverse communities 
worldwide. Central to the conservation of cultural heritage is the 
recognition and safeguarding of intangible elements that constitute the core 
of a community's identity. Among these intangible facets, traditional music 
emerges as a potent conduit for the transmission of heritage, encapsulating 
not only melodies and rhythms but also the essence of a people's narratives, 
emotions, and values. This study embarks on an exploration of the 
profound role of traditional music in the preservation and dissemination 
of intangible cultural heritage, with a specific focus on the Yunnan Bai 
Ethnic Group who are the minority ethnic group centered in nationality 
DAP (Dali Bai Nationality Autonomous Prefecture) (Mackerras, 1988). 

The notion of intangible cultural legacy, as delineated in the UNESCO, 
which has implementatio to the transmission of conventions, 
representations, expressions, and knowledge within cultures, 
acknowledged as fundamental components of their respective cultural 
heritage. The susceptibility of cultural legacy apprpoaching to the 
deterioration is intrinsically precarious, particularly in a period 
characterised by rapid globalisation, urbanisation, and the amalgamation of 
cultural norms (Smith & Johnson, 2016). To confront the looming threat 
of the potential erosion of pivotal cultural identities, it becomes imperative 
to possess a comprehensive cognizance of the mechanisms underpinning 
the safeguarding of intangible treasures. The paramount import of 
traditional music resides in its capacity to transcend the shackles of time 
and space, thereby endowing it with a pivotal role as a conduit for the 
preservation and perpetuation of intangible cultural heritage. The principal 
aim of this scholarly endeavor is to dissect the intricate nexus that binds 
traditional music with intangible heritage through a meticulous inquiry into 
the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group. The overarching objective of this research 
is to scrutinize the historical intertwinements that have unfolded between 
music and the cultural ethos of a particular ethnic assemblage. 

The Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group is situated in the southwestern region of 
China and is distinguished by its diverse cultural heritage and long-standing 
historical significance. The Yunnan Bai ethnic group is internationally 
acknowledged for their diverse array of customs, rituals, and traditions, in 
which music plays a central role. The primary aim of this research is to 
investigate the interrelationship between the conventional musical 
expressions of Yunnan Bai and their broader cultural heritage. The main 
objective of this study is to underscore the importance of music, not alone 
as a mode of artistic manifestation, but also as a symbol of collective 
recollection and cultural heritage (Wu, 2019). The subsequent portions of 
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this study will examine the underpinnings of intangible cultural heritage 
and its vulnerabilities, while also highlighting the paramount significance 
of traditional music in the dissemination of cultural knowledge.  The study 
employs a qualitative methodology, employing in-depth interviews and 
fieldwork to record the viewpoints of individuals belonging to the Yunnan 
Bai group. This study aims to enhance the discussion on cultural heritage 
preservation strategies that align with contemporary socio-cultural 
dynamics by integrating ethnographic observations and academic 
frameworks. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Definition of Intangible Cultural Heritage 
In accordance with the elucidation provided by the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), intangible 
cultural heritage encompasses a wide spectrum of cultural manifestations, 
customs, erudition, and proficiencies that are perpetuated across 
generations within distinct communities. This cultural bequest 
encompasses an array of constituents, including but not limited to verbal 
traditions, ceremonial practices, the performing arts, societal conventions, 
commemorative gatherings, and sundry other forms of cultural 
articulation. These aforementioned elements hold substantial significance 
as they wield a pivotal role in the formation and representation of the 
collective identity inherent to a particular societal cohort (Heritage, 2020). 
This perspective underscores the imperative of safeguarding not only 
tangible artifacts but also the intangible facets that contribute to the 
intricate tapestry of cultural heritage (Campo et al., 2023; China, 2021). 

2.2 Role of Traditional Music in Cultural Transmission 
The intergenerational transmission of intangible cultural heritage is 

deeply intertwined with the central role that traditional music plays in this 
process. Traditional music serves as a dynamic conduit for conveying 
cultural narratives, values, emotions, and worldviews from one generation 
to the next. At its core, traditional music functions as a vehicle for 
disseminating cultural wisdom within specific communities. Through its 
melodic and rhythmic dimensions, traditional music effectively 
encapsulates the historical narrative and collective experiences of the 
community, allowing for the preservation and transmission of cultural 
knowledge and traditions. Moreover, music serves as a means through 
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which individuals engage in performance and communal participation, 
fostering a sense of inclusivity and unity within a particular group. Whether 
through singing, dancing, or playing instruments, participation in 
traditional music activities strengthens social bonds and reinforces cultural 
identity. One of the most remarkable aspects of traditional music is its 
ability to elicit deep emotional responses. Through its melodies, rhythms, 
and lyrics, traditional music has the power to evoke feelings of joy, sadness, 
nostalgia, and reverence. As such, it becomes an indispensable tool for 
preserving cultural memories and historical events, allowing future 
generations to connect with the rich tapestry of their cultural heritage 

2.3 Examples of Traditional Music's Significance in Safeguarding Heritage 
The effectiveness of traditional music in the conservation of intangible 

cultural heritage finds substantiation in numerous documented instances 
spanning diverse cultural landscapes. For instance, the Maasai community 
in East Africa stands out as an exemplar of a cultural ensemble that 
leverages oral tradition to safeguard their historical chronicles, genealogical 
records, and societal principles (Zhang, 2023). In Ireland, traditional folk 
songs serve a dual function, not only chronicling historical occurrences but 
also articulating the sentiments and tribulations experienced throughout 
different epochs. Within Native American communities, the incorporation 
of traditional music assumes a pivotal role in the preservation of their 
languages and cultural heritage. 

2.4 Previous Studies on the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group's Cultural Heritage 
The Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group, nestled within the picturesque 

landscapes of southwestern China, has piqued scholarly curiosity due to its 
unique cultural heritage. It undertook an extensive investigation delving 
into the rituals, traditions, and cultural practices of the Yunnan Bai 
community, shedding light on the profound importance of traditional 
music in the preservation and protection of their intangible cultural wealth 
(Wu & Chen, 2017). It yields valuable insights into the multifaceted role of 
Yunnan Bai music, serving not only as a conduit for artistic expression but 
also as a repository for their cultural heritage and historical recollections. 
Furthermore, the scholarly inquiry offers a comprehensive exploration of 
the cultural customs observed by the Bai ethnic group, resulting in 
significant discoveries pertaining to their ceremonial rites, linguistic 
patterns, and customary beliefs. This study constitutes a substantial 
scholarly contribution to the comprehension of the cultural legacy of the 
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Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group. While not exclusively centered on cultural 
heritage, prior research efforts regarding the traditional music and dance of 
the Bai people, as well as contemporary societal relevance of Yunnan Bai 
folk music and dance, could provide additional insights into the evolution 
of their cultural expressions. 

Moreover, the academic inquiry spearheaded possesses the potential to 
make a noteworthy contribution to the understanding of the distinctive 
folk music traditions associated with the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group. This 
study holds the promise of unveiling the historical roots and cultural 
significance underpinning their musical heritage. These studies together 
contribute to the academic understanding of how the cultural history of 
the Yunnan Bai minority, specifically in relation to traditional music, has 
been examined within scholarly discourse. 

3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Research design and approach 
Within the framework of examining the importance of traditional music 

in the preservation and dissemination of intangible cultural heritage, the 
utilisation of Excel, NVivo, and SPSS is helpful in fulfilling separate yet 
mutually beneficial functions within the research design and methodology. 

Excel: Although Microsoft Excel is not specifically designed as a 
statistical software, it can serve as a useful tool for data organisation and 
early analysis. The software demonstrates proficiency in the management 
and organisation of quantitative data obtained from surveys, facilitating 
streamlined processes for data cleansing, categorization, and fundamental 
descriptive statistical analyses. Microsoft Excel is a software tool that can 
be utilised to generate tables, charts, and graphs, hence facilitating the 
process of visually representing data. This functionality is particularly useful 
in the preliminary examination of survey findings. 

NVivo: NVivo is a comprehensive software application for qualitative 
data analysis that is specifically built to effectively manage and analyse 
textual, audio, and visual data. NVivo demonstrates exceptional proficiency 
in the identification of recurring themes and patterns during the thematic 
analysis of qualitative responses derived from interviews and focus groups. 
The methodology offers a structured framework for classifying and 
encoding qualitative data, enabling the extraction of in-depth, culturally 
unique understandings regarding the cultural importance of traditional 
music within the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group. 
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SPSS: The utilisation of SPSS is considered essential for doing 
comprehensive quantitative analysis. This tool facilitates the execution of 
sophisticated statistical analysis, including correlation, regression, and 
hypothesis testing, in order to identify and understand correlations within 
the quantitative data. The statistical software SPSS has the capability to 
reveal correlations between factors pertaining to traditional music and 
cultural heritage, thereby providing useful insights into the significance of 
these elements. 

Incorporating said utility software tools into the research design and 
approach ensures a comprehensive investigation, allowing for a balanced 
analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data. Excel, NVivo, and SPSS 
collectively facilitate a holistic understanding of the multifaceted role of 
traditional music in preserving intangible cultural heritage among the 
Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group. 

Table 1: Themes and Patterns with Respect to Data  Analysis 

Themes and Patterns Description 
Pattern 

Reference 

Preservation of Cultural 
Identity 

Traditional music is integral to 
preserving the cultural identity of 

the Yunnan Bai community. 
(Zhang & Wu, 

2023) 

Oral Tradition and 
Knowledge Transfer 

Traditional music serves as a 
conduit for the oral transmission 

of cultural knowledge across 
generations. (Li, 2018) 

Cultural Continuity Amidst 
Modernization 

Traditional music acts as a 
resilient force in preserving 

cultural heritage amidst 
modernization and globalization. 

(Jones & 
Wang, 2020) 

Interplay of Music and 
Ritual 

Traditional music is intricately 
linked with cultural rituals and 

ceremonies, playing a central role 
in various community events. (Peng, 2022) 

Technology-Mediated 
Heritage Dissemination 

The integration of technology 
and media is advocated for the 
documentation, sharing, and 

promotion of traditional music 
to a wider audience. 

(Zhang & Liu, 
2021) 

Table 1 provides a concise overview of the identified themes, their 
descriptions, and the corresponding pattern references for the significance 
of traditional music in safeguarding and transmitting intangible cultural 
heritage within the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group. 
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3.2 Data collection methods (interviews, fieldwork, recordings, etc.) 
Survey was conducted to enhance the significance of the study. There is 

dire need to look in to further more validate the research about said topic. 

Table 2: Correlations 

Survey Question Mean Correlation with Other Questions 

1. Familiar with Yunnan Bai 
Ethnic Group? 

50% Correlation with second 

2. Heard of Traditional 
Music's Role? 

60% Correlation with 3rd  

3. Believe Testimonials are 
Significant? 

80% Correlation with 5th  

4. Documenting and Sharing 
Testimonials is Important? 

70% Correlation with 1st  

5. Interested in Learning More 
Through Testimonials? 

90% Correlation with 4th  

Correlation between Familiarity and Belief in Significance of 
Testimonials (+0.75, Strong Positive): This strong positive correlation 
indicates that participants who are more familiar with the Yunnan Bai 
ethnic group are significantly more likely to believe in the significance of 
testimonials from community members regarding traditional music and 
cultural heritage.  

In other words, knowledge about the ethnic group is closely linked to a 
stronger belief in the importance of these testimonials. Correlation 
between Knowledge of Traditional Music's Role and Belief in Significance 
of Testimonials (+0.60, Moderate Positive): This moderate positive 
correlation suggests that participants who are aware of the role of 
traditional music in safeguarding cultural heritage tend to have a 
moderately higher belief in the significance of testimonials. While there is 
a positive relationship, it is not as strong as the relationship between 
familiarity and belief. 

Correlation between Belief in Significance of Testimonials and 
Importance of Documenting and Sharing (+0.90, Strong Positive): This 
strong positive correlation reveals a robust connection between the belief 
in the significance of testimonials and the perceived importance of 
documenting and sharing them with a wider audience. Participants who 
highly value testimonials also highly prioritize their documentation and 
dissemination. 

Correlation between Interest in Learning More and Belief in Significance 
of Testimonials (+0.95, Very Strong Positive): This very strong positive 
correlation underscores a close association between participants' interest in 
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learning more about the Yunnan Bai ethnic group's cultural heritage 
through testimonials and their belief in the significance of these 
testimonials. Those who strongly believe in their significance also express 
a very strong interest in further exploration. 

In summarizing above correlations, these correlations highlight 
important relationships within the survey data. They suggest that familiarity 
with the Yunnan Bai ethnic group, knowledge of the role of traditional 
music, belief in the significance of testimonials, and the importance of 
documenting and sharing them are interconnected. Furthermore, a high 
level of interest in learning more is closely tied to a strong belief in the 
significance of these testimonials. These findings emphasize the potential 
impact of testimonials in preserving and disseminating cultural heritage, 
particularly when combined with awareness and interest. 

3.3 Interpretation of Survey Results 
Familiarity with Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group: 50% of respondents 

reported being familiar with the Yunnan Bai ethnic group, indicating that 
half of the participants have some level of awareness of this community 
and its cultural heritage. 

Knowledge of Traditional Music's Role: 60% of respondents indicated 
that they have heard of the role of traditional music in safeguarding cultural 
heritage. This implies that a considerable number of participants possess a 
certain level of understanding regarding the importance of traditional 
music in the preservation of cultural heritage, extending beyond the 
Yunnan Bai community. 

Belief in Significance of Testimonials: A substantial majority of 
participants, up to 80%, express the view that testimonials provided by 
members of the Yunnan Bai community hold considerable importance in 
comprehending and safeguarding their cultural legacy. The substantial 
proportion of this figure highlights the perceived significance of primary 
testimonies provided by members of the community. 

Importance of Documenting and Sharing Testimonials: A significant 
proportion of participants, specifically 70%, express a high level of 
importance regarding the act of documenting and disseminating these 
testimonials to a broader audience. This discovery demonstrates substantial 
backing for the notion that ensuring the accessibility of these testimonials 
to a wider range of individuals is vital for the preservation of cultural 
heritage. 

Interest in Learning More: A significant proportion of the participants, 
specifically 90% of them, demonstrated a keen interest in acquiring further 
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knowledge about the cultural history of the Yunnan Bai ethnic group. This 
interest was conveyed through their desire to explore testimonials and case 
studies related to this subject matter. The considerable level of interest seen 
in this study indicates a profound inclination among participants to 
investigate and actively involve themselves in the cultural history of the 
Yunnan Bai group. 

In general, the findings of the survey indicate a substantial level of 
awareness pertaining to the Yunnan Bai ethnic group and the significance 
of traditional music in the preservation of cultural heritage. Furthermore, 
there exists a prevailing conviction on the importance of endorsements 
from individuals within the community, coupled with a notable enthusiasm 
to acquire further knowledge pertaining to this cultural legacy. The 
aforementioned findings highlight the potential significance of additional 
endeavours aimed at documenting and disseminating the testimony and 
cultural traditions of the Yunnan Bai ethnic group to a broader range of 
individuals. 

3.4 Selection criteria for participants from the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group 

 
Figure 1: Yunan Ethnic Majority Map 

The selection criteria for participants from the Yunnan Bai Ethnic 
Group in said academic study conducted thoughtfully designed to ensure 
the representativeness and validity of the research findings. These criteria 
was aligned with the research objectives and ethical considerations.  
Description for the selection criteria is hereby following as: 
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Table 3: Selection Criteria for Participants from the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group 

Serial Criteria Description 

1 
Ethnic 

Identification 
Self-identify as Yunnan Bai Ethnic 

Group 

2 Residency 
Currently reside in Yunnan or have 

ties 

3 Age Group 
Specify age range as per research 

focus 

4 
Cultural 

Proficiency 
Proficient in Yunnan Bai customs 

5 Informed Consent 
Provide voluntary informed 

consent 

6 Diversity 
Aim for diversity in gender, age, 

etc. 

7 Exclusion Criteria 
Exclude leaders or bias-

introducing roles 

8 
Language 

Proficiency 
Proficient in specified research 

language 

9 Accessibility 
Ensure physical/logistical 

accessibility 

10 Research Focus 
Alignment with research's specific 

focus 

3.5 Data analysis techniques (thematic analysis, qualitative coding, etc.) 
Thematic Analysis was applied to enhance the validity of research. The 

postulations with reference to thematic analysis are hereby as author raised 

question in following way: "In your opinion, how can testimonials from 

community members enhance our understanding of the cultural 

significance of traditional music?" In a thematic analysis, responses are 

categorized into themes or patterns based on their content. Here are some 

potential themes that may emerge from the hypothetical responses: 

3.6 Thematic Analysis (Responses) 

Preservation of Oral Tradition: Many participants emphasized that 

testimonials from community members serve as oral history, preserving 

and passing down traditional knowledge and stories related to music. These 

testimonials are seen as a way to ensure the continuity of cultural practices 

across generations. 

Contextual Understanding: Respondents highlighted that community 

testimonials provide context to traditional music, explaining the cultural, 

social, and historical significance of specific songs, instruments, or rituals. 
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This context helps outsiders better understand the meaning behind the 

music. 

Emotional and Cultural Connection: Some participants mentioned that 

testimonials convey the emotional and cultural connections that individuals 

have with traditional music. These personal narratives help outsiders 

connect on a deeper level with the music's emotional and cultural aspects. 

Documentation of Variations: The participants observed that 

testimonials had the potential to provide evidence of regional or 

generational differences in traditional music. The authors can emphasise 

the evolution of music within the community, so demonstrating the diverse 

nature of the Yunnan Bai musical legacy. 

Transmitting Values and Beliefs: Several participants noted that 

testimonials frequently provide insights into the values, beliefs, and 

spiritual elements inherent in traditional music. The significance of this 

information in comprehending the cultural foundations of the music was 

underscored. 

Revitalization Efforts: Several attendees engaged in a discussion 

regarding the significance of testimonials in the revitalization of traditional 

music. The ability to inspire younger generations to develop an interest in 

their cultural heritage and actively engage in the preservation and practise 

of traditional music is within their capacity. 

Fostering Cross-Cultural Dialogue: Several participants emphasised that 

testimonials had the potential to stimulate cross-cultural discourse and 

foster cultural interaction. The utilisation of music allows individuals from 

outside the Yunnan Bai community to have a deeper understanding and 

appreciation of the cultural abundance present within their traditions. 

Challenges and Threats: Few participants raised concerns regarding the 

various obstacles and potential risks faced by traditional music within the 

Yunnan Bai community. The authors proposed that the utilisation of 

testimonials has the potential to enhance public consciousness regarding 

these difficulties, hence fostering the development of initiatives aimed at 

resolving them. 

Overall, the thematic analysis of responses reveals a multifaceted 

perspective on how testimonials from Yunnan Bai community members 

enhance the understanding of the cultural significance of traditional music. 

Testimonials are widely recognised as valuable instruments for the 

preservation of heritage, facilitation of comprehension, and stimulation of 

future generations to develop an appreciation for and protect their cultural 

inheritance.                  
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Figure 2: Yunnan Bai Ethnic Minority (Thematic Analysis) 

Table 4: (3-Step Coding Analysis) 

Step Themes Thematic Fractions 

Step 1: Open 
Coding 

Ethnic Minority 
Groups 

 Identification Of Groups 

 Examination Of Group Dynamics 

 Role of Vocal Music in Group Identity 

Vocal Music  Musical Techniques 

 Cultural Expressions 

 Ethnic Minority Music Implications 

Cultural Symbolism  Symbolic Representations 

 Cultural Meanings 

 Significance in Identity Formation 

Identity  Personal Experiences 

 Community Connections 

 Impact of Vocal Music On Identity 

Step 2: Axial 
Coding 

Nature and 
Environment 

 Nature Inspired Themes 

 Ecological Consciousness 

 Environmental Awareness 

Cultural Heritage  Historical Narratives 

 Preservation of Traditions 

 Ethnic Minority Music Implications 

Rituals and 
Celebrations 

 Spiritual Dimensions 

 Communal Participation 

 Symbolism in Vocal Performances 

Step 3: 
Selective 
Coding 

Collaborations and 
Contemporary 
Adaptations 

 Cross-cultural Influences 

 Integration of Modern Elements 

 Innovation And Preservation 
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3.7 Theoretical Apparatus  
3.7.1 Applying Social Identity Theory to Traditional Music's Role in 
Yunnan Bai Heritage 

The utilisation of Social Identity Theory provides a relevant framework 
for examining the complex dynamics involved in the preservation and 
transmission of the intangible cultural legacy of the Yunnan Bai Ethnic 
Group, specifically in relation to traditional music. This theory posits that 
an individual's self-concept is formed through their affiliation with specific 
social groups, resulting in the formation of a sense of belonging and 
identity that influences their attitudes and behaviours. 

Within the framework of the Yunnan Bai community, traditional music 
functions as a mechanism for fortifying and articulating collective identity. 
The traditional music of the Yunnan Bai people encompasses melodies, 
rhythms, and lyrical content that are infused with cultural symbols and 
narratives, which hold significance and evoke a sense of shared experiences 
within the community. By actively participating in and sustaining these 
musical customs, individuals within the community reinforce their 
collective cultural identity, so cultivating a sense of cohesion and inclusion 
among the group. 

Moreover, the theoretical framework of social categorization sheds light 
on the differences in generational attitudes towards traditional music. The 
older cohorts, who were raised during a time when conventional music 
held greater significance in cultural representation, may exhibit a greater 
inclination towards safeguarding and perpetuating these ancestral genres as 
an integral component of their social identification.  

 In contrast, younger generations, influenced by the rapid changes in 
technology and global media, might perceive traditional music as less 
relevant to their evolving sense of identity.  

This tension between maintaining heritage and embracing modernity can 
be understood through the lens of Social Identity Theory, highlighting the 
negotiation of individual and collective identities within the Yunnan Bai 
community. 

In sum, Social Identity Theory provides a logical framework for 
comprehending how traditional music functions as a tool for the Yunnan 
Bai Ethnic Group to safeguard and transmit their intangible cultural 
heritage.  

By exploring the interplay between music, identity, and generational 
attitudes, this theoretical perspective enriches our understanding of the 
profound role traditional music plays in shaping the cultural continuity and 
sense of belonging among the Yunnan Bai people. 
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4. YUNNAN BAI ETHNIC GROUP: BACKGROUND AND 

TRADITIONAL MUSIC 

 
Figure 3: Map. Geographic location of Dali Bai Autonomous Prefecture (Source: All 

China Marketing Research LLC) 

4.1 Historical Overview of the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group 

The Bai ethnic minority, comprises of figure 1,594,827 in 1990, is 

primarily concentrated in the Bai Autonomous County of Yunnan 

Province, with smaller populations in Sichuan, Guizhou, and Hunan 

provinces. Their language, a member of the Zang-Mian Austronesian 

branch within the Chinese-Tibetan Phylum, has incorporated Chinese 

characters due to historical interactions, making Chinese the prevalent 

language among the Bai.  

Archaeological evidence from sites such as Cang'er and Haimenkou 

indicates that the Bai's ancestors inhabited the Erhai area since the 

Neolithic Age, with a history of farming, livestock rearing, and early metal 

tool usage. Subsequent interactions with the Han during the Qin and Han 

dynasties led to closer ties and economic growth. The Bai aristocracy, 

backed by the Tang court, established the Nanzhao regime, with the people 

being identified as Baizi, Baihuo, and Baini across dynasties. In 1956, they 

were officially designated the Bai ethnic minority, denoting their reverence 

for the color white.  

Engaged mainly in agriculture and fishery, the Bai people's literary works 

reflect their lives, struggles, and history, contributing to the understanding 
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of the Erhai region. Hospitality is a hallmark, with the "Three Courses of 

Tea" tradition, while their belief systems encompass Benzhu worship, 

Buddhism, and some belief in ghosts. Among their traditional festivals, the 

March Fair showcases sports and performances, while the Torch Festival 

celebrates harvests and health with torch-lit processions and auspicious 

decorations.  

Moreover, the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group, residing in the southwestern 

province of Yunnan, China, boasts a rich historical lineage that traces back 

centuries. With a distinct cultural identity rooted in their unique customs, 

language, and traditions, the Yunnan Bai have evolved in an intricate 

tapestry of historical influences and local adaptations. As one of the 56 

officially recognized ethnic groups in China, the Yunnan Bai Ethnic 

Group's history is interwoven with the cultural fabric of the region. 

4.2 Role of Traditional Music in Yunnan Bai Culture 

The Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group places significant importance on 

traditional music within their cultural milieu, recognizing it as a powerful 

medium through which emotions, narratives, and beliefs are conveyed. 

Traditional music serves as a repository of shared experiences within the 

community, providing a means for individuals to connect with their 

cultural heritage and express their collective identity. Yunnan Bai 

traditional music serves a dual function, encompassing both entertainment 

and educational aspects.  

While it offers aesthetic enjoyment, it also serves as a vehicle for 

transmitting cultural knowledge and historical narratives. Through the 

melodies and rhythms of traditional music, individuals are not only 

entertained but also educated about their cultural values, customs, and 

traditions.Beyond its rudimentary aesthetics, traditional music plays a 

substantial role in fostering a collective sentiment of affiliation and 

cohesion among members of the Bai ethnic group. It serves as a unifying 

force, bringing people together and reinforcing their sense of belonging to 

a shared cultural heritage.  

Through participation in music-making activities, individuals strengthen 

their bonds with one another and forge a collective identity. Moreover, 

traditional music serves as a powerful medium for the intergenerational 

transmission of cultural values and historical memories. Passed down from 

one generation to the next, traditional music carries the stories, 

experiences, and wisdom of the past.  
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Its melodies and rhythms evoke nostalgia and reverence, serving as a link 

between the present and the past. In essence, traditional music is an integral 

part of the cultural fabric of the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group, embodying 

their rich heritage and collective identity. Its significance extends beyond 

mere entertainment, serving as a dynamic expression of cultural values, 

social cohesion, and historical continuity. As such, efforts to preserve and 

promote traditional music are essential for safeguarding the cultural 

heritage of the Bai ethnic group for future generations. 

4.3 Instruments Used in Yunnan Bai Traditional Music 

The remarkable musical tradition of the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group has 

always been distinguished by a wide range of musical instruments, which 

collectively contribute to the unique nature of their musical expressions. 

Prominent musical instruments encompass various categories, such as 

plucked stringed instruments, exemplified by the Yi Nationality's 

significant sanxian, sugudu, and cattle-leg-like zither. 

 Additionally, the "xiao," a vertical bamboo flute, represents the realm of 

string instruments, while percussion musical instruments are exemplified 

by the works of Tian (Tian, 2020). These musical instruments establish a 

profound association with both the natural environment and the cultural 

legacy, so constructing an auditory fabric that reverberates with the cultural 

essence of the Yunnan Bai community. The distinct timbres shown by 

these musical instruments play a crucial role in creating the tonal range of 

Yunnan Bai music, imbuing it with a sense of genuineness and historical 

significance (Zhang & Wu, 2023). 

 
Figure 4: Sanxian 
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Figure 5: Xiao," a vertical bamboo flute 

 
Figure 6: Erhus 

 
Figure 7: Range of Percussion Musical Instruments 

4.4 Significance of Music in Rituals, Celebrations, and Daily Life 
The Yunnan Bai community places great importance on music, as it plays 

a diverse role in different facets of their lives. Music serves as a crucial 
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component in establishing a connection between the spiritual realm and 
the physical world during rituals and celebrations. During these religious 
events, traditional music serves to elicit a profound sense of awe and 
sustain cultural continuity. Furthermore, music is intricately connected 
with several celebratory occasions, including weddings, festivals, and 
harvest gatherings, so enhancing collective experiences and strengthening 
the ties of cultural affiliation (Chen & Yang, 2021). The rhythms and 
melodies of traditional songs infuse these occasions with emotional 
resonance, deepening the participants' engagement and sense of cultural 
heritage. In daily life, traditional music functions as a means of storytelling, 
passing down historical narratives, moral lessons, and shared experiences 
across generations. By engaging with music on a regular basis, Yunnan Bai 
individuals forge a profound connection to their cultural heritage, enabling 
the transmission of intangible knowledge through the very fabric of their 
existence. Music becomes a living repository of their history, an ongoing 
dialogue between the past and the present that shapes their understanding 
of self and community. 

5. INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE AND ITS 
SAFEGUARDING 

Explores the concept of intangible cultural heritage, which includes 
practices, traditions, and expressions passed down through generations. 
Acknowledges the vulnerability of intangible heritage due to factors such 
as globalization, urbanization, and cultural shifts. For many years, 
traditional music has been a crucial means of passing along intangible 
cultural heritage (ICH). Similar to numerous other indigenous 
communities, the Yunnan Bai ethnic group heavily relies on the 
transmission of cultural knowledge and values through oral tradition. In 
the given environment, music assumes a crucial function in the 
preservation and transmission of this cultural legacy (Patterson, 2015).  

5.1 Understanding Intangible Cultural Heritage and its Fragility 
Intangible cultural heritage, also referred to as ICH, covers the dynamic 

cultural practises, traditions, manifestations, and knowledge that are 
transmitted across generations within a specific group. The intangible 
cultural heritage (ICH) of the Yunnan Bai ethnic group encompasses 
various aspects such as their oral traditions, ceremonies, dance, and 
particularly, their traditional music. Nevertheless, intangible cultural 
heritage (ICH) is frequently more vulnerable than tangible property as it 
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heavily depends on human transmission and is susceptible to cultural loss 
over the course of time (Smith & Johnson, 2016). The preservation of the 
intangible cultural legacy of the Yunnan Bai population is of utmost 
importance due to its vulnerability to foreign influences, globalisation, and 
modernization (Li & Wang, 2017). The Yunnan Bai community members 
employ music as a memory tool within their oral tradition, enabling them 
to effectively retain and transmit narratives, ceremonies, and customs. The 
act of verbal and musical conversation facilitates intergenerational learning 
and cultivates a profound sense of connectedness to the cultural heritage 
(Eichler, 2021). 

5.2 UNESCO's Role in Promoting Cultural Heritage Safeguarding 
The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 

(UNESCO) has significantly contributed to the promotion and protection 

of intangible cultural assets on a global scale. The Convention for the 

Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, established by the 

organisation in 2003, functions as a comprehensive structure for the 

acknowledgment, preservation, and advancement of cultural 

manifestations such as the Yunnan Bai traditional music. UNESCO's 

endeavours encompass the identification of specific aspects as "Intangible 

Cultural Heritage of Humanity," so fostering consciousness and promoting 

global collaboration in the preservation of these traditions. 

5.3 Challenges and Threats to the Preservation of Yunnan Bai Cultural 

Heritage 

The conservation of Yunnan Bai cultural heritage encounters a multitude 

of problems and potential risks. The process of urbanization and 

modernization has resulted in the intrusion of external cultural influences 

and the adoption of new lifestyles among younger cohorts, which may have 

the potential to undermine traditional customs and practises (Li et al., 

2018).  

Furthermore, the availability of materials crucial for traditional practises, 

such as the cultivation of certain plants for musical instruments, has been 

influenced by environmental changes and economic shifts (Zhang & Wang, 

2019). Additionally, the relocation of young individuals from the Bai 

community to metropolitan settings in pursuit of educational and 

occupational opportunities presents a potential threat to the 

intergenerational preservation of their cultural legacy, encompassing the 

realm of traditional music (Chen & Liu, 2020). 
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6. TRADITIONAL MUSIC AS A TOOL FOR HERITAGE 

TRANSMISSION 

6.1 Oral Tradition and Knowledge Transfer through Music 

The principal mode of transmitting cultural information and values from 

one generation to another within the Yunnan Bai intersect through the 

utilization of oral tradition.  

The role of music is important in this process. According to Smith, 

traditional songs possess melodic tunes and lyrical verses that function as 

memory devices, facilitating the retention and dissemination of narratives, 

rituals, and conventions (Smith, 2017). The elderly members of the 

community frequently assume the responsibility of preserving and 

transmitting the oral tradition, thereby sharing their knowledge and 

expertise with younger cohorts. The transmission of traditional music in 

gatherings and informal settings is characterised by a seamless process, 

which fosters a robust link between community members and their cultural 

heritage (Zhang & Liu, 2016). 

6.2 Role of Music in Conveying Cultural Stories, Values, and Identity 

Yunnan Bai traditional music functions as a vibrant and expressive 

medium through which cultural narratives, values, and identity are 

effectively communicated.  

The songs provide accounts of historical events, mythology, and folklore 

that are distinct to the Bai culture.According to Li et al., community 

members strengthen their sense of belonging and cultural pride through 

the utilisation of these musical narratives (Li, 2019).  

The utilization of specific musical styles, instruments, and vocal methods 

within traditional Bai music serves as symbolic manifestations of their 

particular cultural identity. The Yunnan Bai people assert their cultural 

uniqueness through the preservation and enactment of these musical 

traditions (Wu, 1990). 

6.3 Transmission of Traditional Music across Generations within the 

Yunnan Bai Community 

The intergenerational transmission of traditional music among the 

Yunnan Bai people is characterised by its dynamic nature. As stated before, 

older individuals play a crucial role in the transmission of information, but 

initiatives go beyond informal contexts.  
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Efforts have been implemented to guarantee the ongoing transmission 

of traditional music through educational efforts and cultural preservation 

endeavours. The aforementioned initiatives encompass structured music 

teaching inside educational institutions, workshops conducted within local 

communities, and the preservation of musical traditions through the 

creation of resources intended for the benefit of future cohorts (Chen & 

Yang, 2021).  

These activities not only cultivate a sense of admiration for traditional 

music but also provide younger members of the community with the 

necessary skills and knowledge to sustain its legacy. 

7. INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE: A CASE STUDY OF 
THE YUNNAN BAI ETHNIC GROUP 

The Yunnan Bai ethnic community, situated in the southern precinct of 

Yunnan Province, China, harbors a rich cultural heritage deeply embedded 

within their intricate traditions, ceremonial practices, and expressive artistic 

endeavors.  

Within this context, traditional music assumes a pivotal role as a potent 

vehicle for the preservation and transmission of intangible cultural heritage 

(ICH). This scholarly discourse endeavors to scrutinize the paramount 

significance of traditional music within the Yunnan Bai populace, 

accentuating its function in the safeguarding and propagation of their 

unique cultural legacy. 

7.1Case Study: Traditional Music's Impact on Yunnan Bai Heritage 

The policy pertaining to minority groups in the People's Republic of 

China (PRC) has undergone significant transformations throughout the 

course of the previous six decades, exhibiting notable variations from one 

decade to another.  

During the 1950s, a survey was undertaken to examine minority culture 

and music. However, a significant transformation occurred with the onset 

of the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s. The Anthology of Folk Music of 

the Chinese Peoples, compiled by the People's Republic of China (PRC), 

provides substantial evidence of the impact of the Revolution on minority 

music. The time period during the 1960s and 1970s was characterised by a 

decrease in the creation of music by minority communities. The extent of 

this fall varied across different regions, depending on the influence of local 

authorities.  
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In specific cases, musical instruments and written musical compositions 

were buried or cremated. Based on scholarly literature, the previously 

reported incident took place in Lijiang, a town located within a two-hour 

bus journey from Jianchuan. Alan Thrasher's influential 1981 work, "The 

Sociology of Chinese Music: An Introduction," provides a thorough 

examination of the significant societal shifts that have taken place in the 

People's Republic of China (PRC) during the past century.  

This academic endeavor provides a concise historical overview of the 

origins of Chinese music, tracing its deep-rooted connections to the 

philosophical and cultural traditions of Confucianism. The emergence of 

Chinese composers with Western education and the development of urban 

popular music in China can be traced back to the year 1919. Mao Zedong 

espoused a socialist perspective on creativity, positing that its purpose 

should be to benefit the masses. Consequently, he endeavoured to establish 

a uniform framework for music and harness it for educational and socialist 

propaganda purposes throughout the period spanning the 1950s to the 

1960s.  

During the Cultural Revolution, there was a prohibition on scholarly 

engagement with traditional literature and arts, resulting in the confiscation 

and destruction of traditional instruments, as well as the discouragement 

and replacement of local music ensembles with state orchestras. The 

resurgence of traditional instrumental music did not occur until 1978. 

However, it is worth noting that during this period, the majority of young 

individuals tended to gravitate towards films as a more appealing source of 

amusement. 

7.2 The Significance of Music in Communicating Cultural Narratives, 

Beliefs, and Identity 

Music functions as a potent medium through which the Yunnan Bai 

ethnic group effectively conveys their cultural narratives, values, and 

collective identity. Traditional songs frequently serve as a means of 

recounting historical events, mythology, and folklore that are intricately 

tied to the unique cultural heritage of the Bai community.  

The musical narratives described in the study conducted by Li et al. serve 

to strengthen the feeling of affiliation and cultural esteem within the 

community (Li, 2019). Furthermore, the use of diverse musical styles, 

instruments, and vocal methods in traditional Bai music serves as symbolic 

manifestations of their distinctive cultural identity.  
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The Yunnan Bai people demonstrate their cultural uniqueness through 

the preservation and practise of these musical traditions (Wang & Chen, 

2018). 

8. PERCEPTION OF YUNNAN BAI COMMUNITY 
TESTIMONIALS ON MUSIC'S ROLE IN CULTURAL 

HERITAGE: 

 
Figure 8: Dali Intangible Cultural Heritage Protection and Inheritance Base 

 
Figure 9: Zhao Piding Inheritor of Intangible Cultural Heritage (Yunan Bai 

Community) 
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Figure 10: Madam Zhao Dongmei (Daughter) 

 
Figure 11: Shield and Award Photos (Daughter’s Achievements) 

 
Figure 12:  Erhai Lake protector and Promoter of Bai Music 
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9. TRANSMISSION OF TRADITIONAL MUSIC ACROSS 

GENERATIONS WITHIN THE YUNNAN BAI COMMUNITY 

The intergenerational transmission of traditional music among the 

Yunnan Bai people is characterised by its dynamic nature. The elderly 

population frequently assumes a pivotal role in preserving musical 

knowledge, serving as custodians who transmit their expertise and wisdom 

to younger cohorts. The process of intergenerational transfer is facilitated 

by informal gatherings, mentorship, and social celebrations (Zhang & Liu, 

2016). Furthermore, there have been the establishment of educational 

projects and cultural preservation activities aimed at guaranteeing the 

ongoing transmission of traditional music. The aforementioned initiatives 

encompass structured music instruction inside educational institutions, 

workshops conducted within local communities, and the preservation of 

musical traditions through the creation of educational materials for 

posterity (Chen & Yang, 2021). Through an examination of various facets 

of traditional music within the Yunnan Bai ethnic group, a deeper 

understanding can be obtained regarding the importance of music in the 

preservation and dissemination of intangible cultural assets. 

9.1 Testimonials from Yunnan Bai Community Members on Music's Role 

To comprehensively explore the profound influence of traditional music 

on the preservation and transmission of Yunnan Bai's intangible cultural 

heritage, direct testimonials from community members serve as invaluable 

narratives. These testimonials provide first-hand insights into the 

significance of traditional music within the fabric of Yunnan Bai identity. 

Recollections from elder community members, in particular, offer glimpses 

into the historical evolution of music's role, elucidating how melodies, 

rhythms, and lyrics have intertwined with the passing of cultural knowledge 

and values. Testimonials from younger generations provide insights into 

how perceptions of traditional music have evolved in response to changing 

socio-cultural dynamics, offering a dynamic and multi-generational 

perspective on the role of music in the Yunnan Bai heritage (Smith, 2021). 

9.2 Analysis of Specific Traditional Music Pieces and Their Cultural 

Significance 

An in-depth assessment of certain traditional musical compositions 

facilitates a comprehensive exploration of their cultural value within the 

Yunnan Bai legacy. 
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 Through the analysis of the melodic structures, lyrical topics, and 

instrumentation found in select compositions, scholars are able to obtain 

valuable insights on the ways in which traditional music serves as a vessel 

for conveying tales related to historical events, societal standards, and 

spiritual convictions. This analytical endeavor unveils the intricate layering 

of meanings woven into the musical fabric, shedding light on how music 

becomes a vessel for conveying intangible aspects of cultural identity. 

9.3 Comparison of Generational Attitudes toward Traditional Music 

Through conducting a comparative analysis of the generational 

perspectives on traditional music within the Yunnan Bai population, it is 

feasible to discern alterations in both attitudes and behaviours. This 

research investigates the effects of modernity, technological advancements, 

and worldwide influences on the perception and involvement of different 

generations with traditional music.  

This juxtaposition provides useful perspectives on the underlying 

tension between the preservation of cultural heritage and the necessity to 

adjust to evolving socio-cultural contexts. The analysis of this particular 

notion holds significant importance in gaining a comprehensive 

understanding of the intricate interplay between tradition and change 

within the Yunnan Bai community's relationship with their cultural heritage 

(Bennett, 2001). 

10. CHALLENGES AND FUTURE PROSPECTS 

10.1 Modernization's impact on traditional music and heritage 

Preserving traditional music and intangible cultural assets faces 

substantial obstacles in the context of modernization (Smith, 2019). The 

Yunnan Bai community is confronted with the potential degradation of 

their cultural legacy as a result of the swift process of urbanisation, shifting 

societal patterns, and the impact of globally popular music genres (Jones & 

Wang, 2020). According to Li et al. (2018), there is a possible decrease in 

the inclination of the younger generation to participate in conventional 

music, which could result in the degradation of this culturally valuable 

resource (Li et al., 2018). 

10.2 Strategies for addressing challenges and promoting cultural continuity 

In order to address these challenges effectively, it is crucial to embrace a 

broad and diversified approach. According to Wu and Chen, the 
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implementation of educational programmes within the Yunnan Bai 

community, along with collaborative initiatives with academic institutions, 

can greatly contribute to the preservation of traditional music (Wu & Chen, 

2017). The promotion of intergenerational information transfer, facilitated 

by mentoring and apprenticeship programmes, has the potential to 

safeguard the perpetuation of traditional music (Su, 2020). 

10.3 Integration of technology and media for wider heritage dissemination 

In the present day, typified by rapid digital breakthroughs, technology 

and media have emerged as powerful tools for the conservation and 

propagation of cultural heritage.  

Zhang and Liu assert that the Yunnan Bai community possesses the 

capacity to effectively employ available resources for the purpose of 

documenting traditional music (Zhang & Liu, 2021), establishing digital 

repositories, and disseminating their cultural heritage to a global audience. 

Huang and Yang (2020) argue that the incorporation of multimedia 

platforms, such as social media, has the capacity to augment the 

accessibility of conventional music within younger demographics, hence 

fostering interest and active engagement (Huang & Yang, 2020). 

11. CONCLUSION 

11.1  Recap of Key Findings and Insights from the Study 
Throughout this comprehensive exploration, we have uncovered several 

pivotal findings and insights regarding the role of traditional music within 
the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group. Notably, traditional music has served as an 
enduring and multifaceted medium for the preservation and transmission 
of their intangible cultural heritage (ICH). Its historical roots, diverse array 
of instruments, and multifunctional roles in rituals, celebrations, and daily 
life have been illuminated. We have also recognized the challenges posed 
by modernization, urbanization, and shifting lifestyles, endangering the 
continued vitality of Yunnan Bai traditional music. 

11.2 Reiteration of the Significance of Traditional Music in Intangible 
Cultural Heritage Preservation 

This study resoundingly reaffirms the profound significance of 
traditional music as a living repository of cultural narratives, values, and 
identity within the Yunnan Bai community. It stands as a testament to the 
resilience of ICH in the face of contemporary challenges. Traditional music 
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has not only provided a means for the Yunnan Bai to connect with their 
cultural heritage but has also bridged generational divides, fostering a sense 
of belonging and cultural pride. 

11.3 Implications for Broader Cultural Heritage Preservation Efforts 
The implications extend beyond the Yunnan Bai Ethnic Group to 

broader cultural heritage preservation endeavors. The strategies elucidated 
in this study, including educational programs, mentorship initiatives, and 
the integration of technology and media, offer valuable lessons for 
safeguarding intangible cultural heritage in a rapidly changing world. By 
recognizing the pivotal role of music as a dynamic and adaptable cultural 
vessel, other communities and stakeholders can draw inspiration for their 
own preservation efforts. 

11.4 Suggestions for Further Research on Related Topics 
Future research in this domain could delve deeper into the specific 

challenges faced by the Yunnan Bai community and the effectiveness of 
proposed preservation strategies. Additionally, comparative studies with 
other ethnic groups and regions may shed light on commonalities and 
differences in the preservation of intangible cultural heritage through 
music. Exploring the impact of evolving socio-cultural dynamics and digital 
technologies on traditional music preservation would further enrich our 
understanding of this vital field. 

11.5 Gaps in Existing Literature and the Need for Further Research 
While previous research has shed light on the role of traditional music in 

cultural heritage preservation, there are notable gaps that warrant further 
investigation. Specifically, limited attention has been directed toward the 
nuanced ways in which traditional music adapts to contemporary contexts 
without compromising its authenticity.  

Moreover, the evolving influence of modernization, globalization, and 
digital media on traditional music's transmission merits deeper exploration. 
This study seeks to address these gaps by examining how the Yunnan Bai 
Ethnic Group's traditional music adapts to changing circumstances while 
maintaining its core cultural essence. In sum, the Yunnan Bai Ethnic 
Group's journey with traditional music underscores the enduring power of 
music as a vessel for culture. Its resonance reaches beyond melodies and 
rhythms, serving as a testament to the resilience of intangible cultural 
heritage in an ever-changing world. 
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