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Abstract 

This paper examines the transformation of Yi women’s social status in Daliangshan, 
Sichuan Province. It analyzes historical practices—including child marriage (wawaqin) and the 
tradition of high bridal gifts—along with the role of education, economic modernization, and 
cultural advocacy initiatives. The study situates these developments within the framework of the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), focusing on gender equality, poverty 
alleviation, and equitable development. Field interviews, observations, and community-based 
projects inform this analysis, which highlights both progress and persisting challenges for Yi 
women. 

 
1.​ Introduction 

 ​ In China, the historical position of women has long been subordinated, particularly during 
ancient times. Gender inequality remains a persistent issue across the country, with certain 
regions and cultural groups facing especially pronounced disparities. One area of significant 
interest in this regard is the status of Yi ethnic minority women in Daliangshan, which merits 
careful examination within the local context. Over the course of millennia, Daliangshan has 
undergone profound transformations, and as a result, the status of Yi women has been 
gradually evolving. It's important to note that China encompasses a diverse tapestry of 53 ethnic 
groups, with the Han being the largest. Among these groups is the Yi ethnic minority, primarily 
concentrated in the heart of Daliangshan, where they uphold their unique cultural heritage and 
traditions (Harrell; Yale Human Relations Area Files). 

Daliangshan is distinguished by its lush, dense forests that set it apart from the rest of the 
world. This geographical isolation has played a pivotal role in preserving the time-honored ways 
of life and distinct cultures of the various ethnic groups residing in this region (Harrell). The Yi 
people possess a wealth of intangible cultural heritage, encompassing elements such as 
clothing, songs, and rituals. Within the Daliangshan region, the Yi ethnic group stands as a 
vibrant and distinctive component of China's diverse cultural tapestry, contributing significantly to 
the nation's multifaceted and culturally rich landscape. 

However, rooted in the unique culture and traditions of the Yi ethnic group, Yi women 
once faced various constraints and limitations. Historically, they were subjected to practices like 
arranged childhood marriages orchestrated by their parents, limited access to education, and 
confinement to domestic chores and agricultural labor (Kennerly). Nevertheless, as the region 
has undergone economic development and increased interactions with the outside world, 
contemporary Yi women have encountered new opportunities and freedoms. 

Today, they have the autonomy to select their own life partners, breaking free from 
prearranged unions. Moreover, they have expanded access to education, enabling them to 
acquire greater knowledge and explore diverse career paths beyond the confines of their 
homes. 

 
2.​ Evolving Yi Bridal Gift Customs 

Throughout thousands of years, the Yi ethnic group has undergone significant 
developmental changes: the evolving customs surrounding bridal gifts among Yi women have 
played a pivotal role in altering their social standing within the Yi community. The practice of 
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giving bridal gifts, a local tradition representing compensation for the labor lost to the bride's 
family, has been instrumental in shaping the dynamics of Yi marriages. 

Upon my arrival at Siga Village in Daliangshan, I had the opportunity to interview a Yi 
ethnic man who shed light on the historical context. In the past, when a Yi man married a Yi 
woman, the bridal gift given was exceptionally substantial, often reaching amounts of 500,000 to 
600,000 yuan (Chen and Pan). However, for many in rural areas, such expenses were simply 
unaffordable. Typically, the groom's family would pool their resources to assist him in marrying 
his bride, but in reality, this money was handed over to the bride's family, with the bride herself 
receiving none of it. Upon her marriage, the bride would then become responsible for repaying 
this debt alongside her husband, a practice widely regarded as outdated and regressive. 

Over the past decade, efforts have been made to remedy this custom, with a significant 
turning point occurring approximately five years ago when a concerned individual wrote a letter 
to the government highlighting the issue of bridal gifts. This prompted government intervention 
and a gradual improvement of this antiquated practice. The amount of the bridal gift has since 
decreased significantly from its original substantial sum. As a result, when the bride joins her 
husband's family, she is no longer burdened with the responsibility of repaying the debt, as the 
bridal gift provided by the groom's family no longer requires borrowing from relatives. 
Additionally, brides now have the opportunity to receive some bridal gift items, such as jewelry 
and silverware. While remnants of this outdated custom still persist, its prevalence has 
diminished significantly in contemporary Yi society. 
 ​ These transformations in bridal gift practices among Yi women signify a profound shift in 
the status of Yi women within their community. The exorbitant bridal gifts demanded in the past 
placed a heavy economic burden on women and reinforced traditional gender roles (Wan). 
However, due to government intervention and progressive social attitudes, the amounts of bridal 
gifts have gradually decreased, allowing Yi women to receive a share of these gifts and 
alleviating financial pressures. This pivotal transformation symbolizes a changing perspective on 
women's rights and the promotion of more equitable gender relations within the Yi population. 
While remnants of this custom may still exist, the fact that it has become increasingly rare over 
the past decade marks significant progress toward gender equality in Yi society. The successful 
transformation of the Yi ethnic group's dowry practices stands as a significant factor influencing 
the improved social status of women within the community. 
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Fig 1: Interception of official government documents 

 
3.​ The Obsoletion of Wawaqin (Child Marriage) 

Another local tradition, wawaqin, reflects the evolution of Yi women's social status. 
Historically, it involved prearranged marriages between children, often at very young ages. 
During a visit to a local pottery workshop in Daliangshan, I interviewed a Yi ethnic woman who 
shared that in the past, Yi women would marry shortly after completing their education, typically 
around the age of 17 (which often meant finishing just primary and middle school). Some 
marriages even occurred as young as 11 or 12, a practice known as wawaqin or child marriage 
(Kennerly). 

These child marriages were primarily arranged based on parental preferences, often 
disregarding the children's own wishes. Marital compatibility was determined by factors such as 
social class and ethnicity. As described in the book 阿嫫妮惹, the author lamented the 
exploitation of daughters, stating: "The blood of daughters is turned into wine to drink; The fat of 
daughters is turned into meat to eat; The bones of daughters are traded for silver" (p.73). 
Clearly, during that feudal era, women had little say in their marriages, as they were wed 
primarily to acquire dowry for their families. 

However, the Yi ethnic group has since experienced a significant shift towards marriage 
freedom. Women now have the autonomy to choose their own life partners, with less emphasis 
on social class considerations. While vestiges of the traditional background-matching concept 
still persist, it is diminishing significantly. Generally, women have the opportunity to pursue 
education before marriage and starting a family. 

This transition from wawaqin to women's increased independence in choosing their 
spouses signifies a substantial societal development within the Yi ethnic group. Previously, 
parental preferences, social class, and dowry acquisition drove marriage arrangements. 
However, changing societal norms have granted Yi women greater freedom to pursue 
education, select their life partners, and prioritize their individual aspirations over immediate 
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family establishment. This transformation reflects the shifting status of women and the 
diminishing influence of traditional gender roles and power dynamics within Yi society. 

 
Fig 2: Fieldnotes and Observations 

 
4.​ Education and Career Aspirations 

The widespread access to education in past generations has shifted social dynamics for 
women in Daliangshan. Historically, education levels were low, especially for girls who often had 
to work on farms or even marry before completing high school due to limited educational 
resources. However, with the development of education and government emphasis on 
compulsory nine-year education, more children now complete high school and even attend 
university, expanding their knowledge and perspectives. Parents, particularly those with their 
own education, are increasingly encouraging girls to pursue education (Wang,Chiang, and 
Xiao). 

For example, during my visit to Siga Village, I spoke with the principal of Siga Elementary 
School and A Xi Jin Feng, a Yi college student. They shared how parents, influenced by their 
own education, now support their daughters' education. Men have also grown more aware of 
the importance of respecting women. Teacher Wuzuo mentioned that education has helped him 
better understand the significance of gender equality, reducing gender inequality from women's 
perspectives. 

Overall, improved education has fostered a shift in mindset, promoting gender equality 
among Yi ethnic women and offering them diverse career opportunities in society. 

The advancements in Yi ethnic education have empowered Yi women to recognize 
disparities in career opportunities, leading to the evolution of their societal standing. During my 
visit to Siga Elementary School in Daliangshan, I engaged in a brief conversation with a 
third-grade girl. Through this interaction, I gleaned insights into the historical norms where 
women typically assumed domestic roles upon marriage, focusing on family care and 
child-rearing. Alternatively, they engaged in agricultural labor, with limited chances to venture 
beyond rural areas. Frequently, it was their husbands who would journey down the mountains to 
sell goods or seek employment elsewhere. 
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Presently, women have the freedom to select their own career paths, showcasing an 
increased awareness of diverse professions. During my visit to Siga Elementary School, I 
inquired about a young girl's aspirations, and she confidently expressed her desire to become a 
police officer. This clearly signifies the gradual shift towards a more open-minded mindset 
among Yi ethnic women. 

Despite the broader career opportunities available to women, based on my observations, 
the primary responsibility for child-rearing still predominantly falls upon women. During my visit 
to Siga Elementary School, while accompanying a third-grade girl on a home visit, I noticed her 
assisting her grandmother in caring for 1 to 2-year-old infants, despite her being just 11 years 
old. Nearby, three young boys made no effort to help soothe the infants. Similarly, during the 
Torch Festival in Butuo County, I observed elderly grandmothers and women carrying infants 
and young children on their backs, with men rarely seen performing such duties. (Ran) 

These observations underscore the fact that, thanks to government investment in 
education and its development, more women now can pursue learning rather than early 
marriages. They have also broadened their horizons regarding potential careers and have 
developed aspirations for the future. The improvement in education has not only catalyzed 
significant changes in the social status of women but has also opened doors for them to explore 
diverse professions and lifestyles beyond traditional agricultural work and rural confinement. 
However, it's important to acknowledge that traditional gender roles still persist, particularly in 
the realm of childcare and nurturing, highlighting the persistence of gender disparities and the 
ongoing necessity for further societal reform. 
 

5.​ Economic Stimulation 
The economic growth within the society plays a pivotal role in elevating the social status 

of women. Daliangshan, home to over 3.8 million Yi people, has a history marked by challenges 
such as dynastic rule and a social system that contributed to widespread impoverishment 
among its inhabitants. Even after political reforms, many continued to live well below the poverty 
line. However, with the advent of modernization, Daliangshan's economy has flourished, driven 
by tourism and commercial trade. This economic transformation is now stable, and my 
observations during home visits reveal tangible improvements in the quality of life for the Yi 
ethnic community (Wan). 

For instance, the government has extended WiFi and internet connectivity to every 
household, providing residents with the opportunity to access the internet and connect with the 
broader world. Housing conditions have seen significant enhancements, with more durable roofs 
and improved facilities. Additionally, the government offers subsidies for student tuition fees, 
rendering education much more affordable for children. 

As the economy continues to advance, women are presented with a wider array of job 
opportunities, leading to a significant reduction in the unemployment rate. Women can now 
pursue careers aligned with their aspirations, transcending traditional roles centered on 
household chores and childcare. This phenomenon signifies a gradual elevation of women's 
status, affording them employment opportunities on par with men. 

Furthermore, this thriving economy brings forth increased educational resources, creating 
a positive feedback loop wherein a more educated populace contributes to a pool of highly 
capable laborers, further stimulating economic growth. 

 
6.​ Ongoing Challenges 
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There are also several potential challenges facing the Daliangshan region. One pressing 
issue is the high unemployment rate among young people in China, which exceeds 20% (Das 
Gupta, Ebenstein, and Sharygin). This trend has a disproportionately significant impact on less 
developed regions like Daliangshan. The Yi people not only contend with limited resources and 
weakened career aspirations but also face external pressures from the broader economic 
environment. Moreover, the scarcity of educational resources for students in this region results 
in unequal access to education compared to their urban counterparts, thereby reducing their 
opportunities for college enrollment. This educational disparity further limits women's 
employment prospects. 

However, it's important to note that there are promising signs that these issues can be 
addressed. Through my research, I have witnessed the transformation of Yi women, who now 
harbor dreams and exercise their own choices. I have observed the remarkable strength of Yi 
women during my interviews with individuals of various ages and professions, and I have 
captured their essence in portraits that represent the women of Liangshan. These experiences 
have deeply inspired me to advocate for positive change in this region. 

 
7.​ Social Justice Action Plan 

My field investigation in Daliangshan, Sichuan, provided valuable insights into the United 
Nations’ Social Development Goals (SDGs) and their local implications. Of the 16 global goals, I 
identified five that are particularly relevant to the Yi ethnic community in this region: 

●​ Goal 1: No Poverty – End poverty in all its forms everywhere. 
●​ Goal 4: Quality Education – Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 

promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. 
●​ Goal 5: Gender Equality – Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls. 
●​ Goal 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth – Promote sustained, inclusive, and 

sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment, and decent work for all. 
●​ Goal 10: Reduced Inequalities – Reduce inequality within and among countries. 

The transformation of women’s roles within the Yi community emerges as a pivotal factor 
for achieving these goals. My observations highlight the necessity of linking local development 
efforts with broader frameworks such as the UN SDGs, with particular emphasis on education, 
economic empowerment, and gender equality. 

Although China has made significant progress in poverty alleviation, challenges remain in 
rural and ethnic minority regions such as Daliangshan. To ensure long-term improvement in the 
quality of life for Yi women, the establishment of a robust educational and economic framework 
is essential, with human capital serving as its foundation. 
Two proposed strategies may contribute to this objective: 

1.​ Preserving Yi Ethnic Cultural Heritage through Handcraft Academies​
During fieldwork, I interviewed female Yi embroiderers who emphasized that traditional 
handicraft provides higher income than farming. However, this craft—integral to Yi 
culture—is gradually declining as younger generations lose interest. Partnering with local 
merchants and government institutions to establish a Handcraft Academy could ensure 
the preservation of Yi cultural traditions while providing Yi women with sustainable 
livelihoods. 

2.​ Expanding Access to Higher Education through Scholarships and Financial Aid​
Despite improvements, traditional practices such as wawaqin (child marriage) and 
burdensome bridal gift customs continue to limit opportunities for women. Some families, 
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unable to afford tuition or unconvinced of the value of education, still hesitate to support 
girls in pursuing higher education. To address this, financial aid and targeted scholarships 
specifically for Yi girls are essential. NGOs, local governments, and community 
organizations could collaborate to provide tuition support and promote awareness of the 
long-term benefits of education for women and their families. 
 
Through these initiatives, the Yi ethnic community can progress toward reducing gender 

disparities, creating economic resilience, and ensuring that women and girls are empowered to 
make independent life choices. 
 
8.    Conclusion 

The journey of Yi women in Daliangshan—from enforced subordination to growing 
empowerment—reflects both the progress and the ongoing struggles of gender equality in rural 
China. Economic growth, educational reform, and cultural advocacy have advanced women’s 
status, yet traditional roles and systemic barriers persist. By situating local transformations 
within global development frameworks, this research underscores the importance of sustained, 
multifaceted interventions to ensure Yi women’s empowerment continues to evolve. 
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