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Note on translations 
All the translated texts from original Chinese version into English translation are used as 

evidence to support the arguments in my thesis. They include data quoted from interviews with 

participants, and textual data selected from laws and regulations publicly issued by Chinese 

governments and UNESCO. These translated texts are mainly located in Chapter 5, Chapter 6 

and Chapter 7. I translated them in accordance with translation theory and conventions to 

closely demonstrate purpose, content and attitudes of participants and specific meanings in the 

context of laws and regulations. In the translation, the Chinese culture has also been considered 

in the perception of English culture, but fidelity to the Chinese version has been given priority.  
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extinction with a 50% decline across its entire area in the past one hundred years (Krauss, 1992, 

p. 87). In the case of the small and culturally diverse Melanesian country of Papua New Guinea, 

Nettle and Romaine (2000) consider that language extinction was less severe than in Australia, 

in spite of also experiencing ill-effects of colonisation. However, half of the 850 languages in 

Papua New Guinea have less than 1000 speakers, with 16 languages now extinct and 77 

classified as endangered (Wurm 2003, pp. 25, 27).   

African countries have also been subjected to European colonisation (Brenzinger et al., 2003), 

although language endangerment on the African continent has not been as severe as the 

countries mentioned above. Among the 2000 languages in Africa, about 37 are on the verge of 

extinction (Mous, 2003, p. 157). On the contrary, many of the colonial European languages 

(French, German, Spanish, English etc.) have replaced indigenous local languages, which have 

attracted less concern and support for their vitality from political decision-makers (Salminen, 

2007).  

It is hard to predict the situation of language endangerment from the power a certain language 

has had, historically. Some powerful languages connected with colonisation and traditional 

literacy have become marginalised or extinct. Some traditional European languages such as 

Gaelic, Ancient Greek and Classical Latin have lost the ability of survival largely because of 

economic and political reasons and increasing use of English (Mufwene, 2003).   

As this discussion has highlighted, language endangerment is a serious issue and occurring in 

almost every part of the world, from Australia to the Americas, and across European and Asian 

countries. Figure 1 shows endangered languages widespread across the globe, but concentrated 

in Central and South America, Central Africa and Southeast Asia, Melanesia, and Australia. 
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1.1.2 Causes of language endangerment 

Factors that threaten the survival of languages are complex and can depend on various 

circumstances and many intersecting influences such as colonisation, legal policy and planning, 

economic changes, social forces, education, ethnic discrimination, urbanisation, 

commercialisation, and population migration (Crawford, 2007; Fishman, 1991; Sallabank, 

2010; Tsunoda, 2006; Wurm, 1991). Modern linguistics tend to analyse language extinction 

and endangerment in relation to population size and the geographical location of the speakers 

(Amano et al., 2014; Anderson, 2011). To help make some sense of this complexity, three 

analytical perspectives are useful: an historical perspective; sociolinguistic perspective, and an 

ideological perspective.  

From a historical perspective, the language situations in North America, Australia and New 

Zealand can be traced to the influence and effect of European invasion (colonisation). The 

sharp decline of indigenous speakers in what became the United States of America, resulted 

from the historical arrival of Europeans, specifically the political colonisation and social insult 

to the vernacular languages (Salminen, 2007). The colonists killed many native (traditional, 

indigenous people), and disrupted their way of life (Tsunoda, 2006). The native speakers, 

including American Indians and Alaskan Natives were deprived of rights to save their language, 

culture, lands and lives (Reyhner, 1996). The slaughter, disease and deliberate deprivation gave 

rise to the sharp decline and death of native speakers. The language and culture of the colonial 

settlers became dominant, while indigenous peoples and their languages were forced to the 

margins. Similar experiences also occurred for indigenous language speakers in Canada, 

Australia and New Zealand. In the studies of Mous (2003) and Lüpke (2015), language 

endangerment on the African continent resulted from the spread of colonial English, 

Portuguese, Spanish, and French languages. A similar set of processes took place in South and 

Central America under colonisation by the Spanish and Portuguese. Thus, for many people the 

endangerment and extinction of their languages cannot be separated from historical processes 

of oppression and subjugation, and loss of life, culture, language, and land that took place under 

European colonial conditions that began in the 1500s. During this time, some areas of China 

were affected by European colonisation, but these did not compromise language communities. 

                                                 
disorder and invasion of foreign powers. Retrieved from https://www.history.com/topics/china/qing-

dynasty#:~:text 
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maintenance of a peaceful and secure Chinese society (Figure 2). Geographically, they take up 

five-eighths of the whole territory of China and there are three distribution patterns: 1) 

minorities such as Tibetan, Uygur, Kazak/ Kazakh, Mongolian and Korean occupy the wide 

areas in the west, northwest, north and northeast of China; 2) minorities such as Miao, Tujia, 

Dai, Yi, Bai, Naxi, Dong are concentrated in relatively small areas in southwest of China and 

surrounded by Han communities and; 3) some minorities such as Hui17 and Manchu live within 

populations of other ethnic groups, especially the Han (Zhou, 2001, p. 148). 

There are 13 minorities living in the areas bordering Mongolia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, North 

Korea, Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam (Clothey, 2005; Mackerras, 2003) (Figure 2 & Figure 3). 

Given the fact that national borders are artificial, in the sense that they are set up through wars, 

treaties and political negotiations, many ethnic minority groups along the border share similar 

culture and religious traditions with ethnic groups beyond the Chinese territory and their ethnic 

languages are the same or similar to languages outside of China.  For example, Korean is not 

only the language of North Korea and South Korea, but also the language used by the Korean 

ethnic minority in China. The sharing of language and culture across borders has caused several 

separatist movements, which, in turn, has challenged the national defence and led to 

strengthening military control in these areas. The secessionist activities have happened in areas 

heavily populated ethnic minorities, the autonomous regions of Tibet and Xinjiang (Uygur) 

(Clothey, 2005).  

China is also complex in terms of language families and systems. The languages spoken by 

ethnic minorities belong to five language families: Sino-Tibetan, Altaic, Austro-Asiatic, 

Austronesian and Indo-European (Zhou, 2001). Due to different criteria, the classification of 

the language families seemed to be divergent. For instance, Li (1973) did not mention 

Austronesian when he studied the languages and dialects in China. However, based on the 

similarities on lexicology, morphology, syntax and phonetics (Huang 2018), most Chinese 

scholars agree to the classification of minority languages as including Chinese-Tibeto-Burman, 

Tai-Kadai, Hmong-Mien, Turkic, Mongolic and Tungusic language families (Huang, 2018; 

Sun, 1998). Alternatively, Zhou (2000) categorised ethnic languages into three types, according 

to whether they had writing systems in history, and regular bilingual education now: 

                                                 
17 Hui group is one of the ethnic minorities having large population in China. They distributed throughout 31 

provinces and mainly in Northwest of China. Their culture has developed from the practice of Islam.  Retrieved 

from https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E5%9B%9E%E6%97%8F/130303?fr=aladdin 
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2.2 Ethnic minorities and languages in Yunnan Province 

Yunnan Province is well known for its cultural diversity and variety of ethnic minorities. As a 

land-locked province, it is located in the southwest of China and shares its boundary with 

Myanmar, Laos and Vietnam (Figure 4). The terrain is high in the northwest and low in the 

southeast, descending step by step from the north to the south, with a difference of nearly 6,700 

meters between the highest and lowest points, resulting in a very complex physical geography 

(Qian, 2019). About 94% of the area is occupied by high mountains and plateaus (Chow, 2005; 

Qian, 2019), which determines the isolated geography of this area and lays a foundation for 

people to develop distinctive practices in culture, language and living styles.  

Figure 4 Map of Yunnan Province 

 

 (Source: https://www.chinahighlights.com/yunnan/map.htm) 

The proportion of minorities, about one third of the population in this province, is much higher 

than in other provinces in China (Gustafsson & Shi, 2003), and most of their living areas have 

other minorities in residence (Swain, 1989). According to the 2010 census, there are 25 ethnic 

minorities in this province, among which 15 groups are distinct and are not found in other 

provinces (Doorne et al., 2003; Li, 2018) (Figure 5). However, based on the 1953 census, Song 

and Cui (1993) provided quite different statistics stating that there were 136 ethnic groups in 

this province, with 77 of them having less than 100 people and 22 having only one person. The 

two sets of statistics reflect the sharp reduction in the number of ethnic minorities in this 

province. The latest statistics (Figure 5) show that the population of six ethnic groups surpasses 
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one million, including Yi, Bai, Hani, Zhuang, Dai, and Miao. The smallest group is Dulong22, 

with only about 5800 people. The population of other groups vary from more than 10 thousand 

to about 700 thousand. Naxi, with a population of 295,464, is the 11th largest group in number 

of members (Figure 5).   

Figure 5 Statistics of ethnic minorities in Yunnan Province 

 

(Source: 

https://www.reddit.com/r/MapPorn/comments/4d8sss/distribution_of_ethnic_minorities_in_y

unnan_china/ ) 

The diversity of languages, cultures and other characteristics is also noteworthy. In this 

province, the deep and isolated valleys enclosed by steep mountains, has meant that languages, 

cultures and living styles developed separately and varied from place to place, even village to 

village (Chow, 2005). Although some ethnic groups live quite close to each other 

geographically, their customs are very different and language differences mean they could not 

talk with each other. The Mosuo ethnic group23, for example, is very famous for its matrilineal 

                                                 
22 Dulong people are an ethnic minority with a small population in China. They mainly live in the north of 

Yunnan Province. They speak Dulong, but have no written language. Retrieved from 

https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E7%8B%AC%E9%BE%99%E6%97%8F 
23 The Mosuo group is officially regarded a subgroup of Naxi group. They live in the northwest of Yunnan 

Province, and have their own oral language, but no written language.  Retrieved from 

https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E6%91%A9%E6%A2%AD%E4%BA%BA/4746847?fromtitle=%E6%91%A9

%E6%A2%AD%E6%97%8F&fromid=2922419&fr=aladdin 

https://www.reddit.com/r/MapPorn/comments/4d8sss/distribution_of_ethnic_minorities_in_yunnan_china/
https://www.reddit.com/r/MapPorn/comments/4d8sss/distribution_of_ethnic_minorities_in_yunnan_china/
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national unity and representation of state power. The 1982 Constitution provided more detailed 

rights for minority autonomy, according to which the autonomous officials should use the 

written and spoken native language in line with the language in common use in their locality 

(Wu, 2014). The Constitution grants the minority rights of using their vernacular languages 

that are commonly used in their inhabited areas. To guarantee the use of ethnic minority 

language, the Regional National Autonomy Law (RNAL) adopted in 1984 and revised in 2001 

states an institutional arrangement to protect the specific language rights, but it cannot provide 

procedural implementation of these rights and does not foresee how to give effect to these 

rights (Lundberg, 2009). Both the Constitution and RNAL claim the protection of lawful 

language rights and preservation of ethnic minority language in the autonomous areas. 

However, in view of the complicated structure of Chinese polity, adequate measures have not 

been taken to exhaust the obligations of implementation. If one level of minority government 

fails to exercise its obligation to use their native language, there is no clarified measure or 

regulation to ensure this happens.  

The use of minority languages in education is another important field for LPP, but the language 

proficiency has not been achieved as designed.  With the promotion of Putonghua in the late 

1950s and legalisation of Standard Chinese in the Language Law, LPP for the protection of 

minority language rights was negotiated to develop multilingualism and bilingualism to foster 

harmonious relations between Han majority and ethnic minorities (Postiglione & Jiao, 2009; 

Wang & Phillion, 2009b). Multilingualism and bilingualism are employed in education to 

promote Putonghua and simultaneously maintain the use of minority language. The 

multilingual education in China typically refers to the development of three important 

languages in education, including Standard Chinese (Putonghua), an additional foreign 

language (mainly English) and an ethnic minority language (mother language for minorities) 

(G. Wang, 2015). This means a minority student has to learn one language more than a Han 

student in the context of multilingual education. Besides the challenges of English learning for 

all students, not all ethnic minorities have the same stance to conduct bilingualism (Putonghua 

and ethnic minority language) in their minority communities. Wang and Phillion (2009b) 

addressed some important factors hindering LPP in bilingual education in autonomous regions, 

such as the predominant impact of Standard Chinese, poverty of minority communities, lack 

of funds and bilingual teachers in the schools, and some misunderstanding of the state schools. 

Because of these factors, the balance between the majority language and minority language is 

hard to be kept when LPP is implemented in the minority community. The minority community 
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opportunity to share the rights provided by LPP. In the regions, where ethnic minorities have 

their mature written scripts such as Mongolian, Korean, Tibetan, Uyghur and Kazak, the 

minority languages have been used as instruction languages for school subjects (Ha & Teng, 

2001). To guarantee this special entry, the minority government of Inner Mongolian 

Autonomous Region, for example, has taken specific measures to develop Mongolian language, 

particularly since the 1980s, such as recognising Mongolian usage in the sectors of education, 

economy, administration, and media, and sponsoring some organisations to promote the use of 

Mongolian (Minglang Zhou, 2004). But in the fifty-five ethnic minorities, about twenty 

minorities had no written scripts before the founding of PRC and many of them live in either 

isolated areas or inside a large minority region. Even the Zhuang with the largest Zhuang 

language speakers in China, had no functional written scripts (Feng & Adamson, 2018; Zhou, 

2000). These ethnic communities cannot implement their native language rights as depicted in 

the Constitutions and RNAL. The minority children who are brought up in the new schooling 

context will have difficulties in their studies, if they still stick to their vernacular language and 

do not turn to speak Standard Chinese.  

Even for the ethnic minority languages with written scripts, some of them are not fully used in 

community and in education. For example, while Tibet is well-known for its unique culture 

and special nature of Tibetan language, belief systems and thinking, the language is only used 

in more remote Tibetan-concentrated and less urbanised communities despite the fact that over 

90% of population in this autonomous region is Tibetan (Maocao Zhou, 2004). The Tibetan-

concentrated communities, where there is a high percentage of Tibetans living alongside other 

ethnic groups, Tibetan is generally spoken by most of the people in that community. These 

communities are Tibetan-dominant, but they are less urbanised and usually not in the 

modernised cities. Although the autonomous governments have promulgated and enforced 

local laws and regulations to develop the Tibetan language, Maocao Zhou (2004) found that 

these cannot be fully implemented because standard Chinese-speaking teachers had more 

opportunities for employment than vernacular Tibetan speakers to teach in secondary schools 

and universities in Tibet. In these schools, the teachers employ Standard Chinese as the 

language of instruction, which leaves little space for the Tibetan language to be practised. For 

ethnic minority learners, the dilemma is whether they should adopt the curriculum set in 

Standard Chinese or preserve their vernacular mother language (G. Wang, 2015). In addition, 

as the main decision-maker, parents usually send their children to the schools where the 

standard Chinese is used as an instruction language, in response to its higher prestige in the 
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Within these identified weaknesses and strengths, the ethnic tourism that happens in LAT and 

relates to Naxi language, also has its own specific characteristics and conditions, particularly 

including its world heritage status and its distinctively fast growth of ethnic tourism.     

2.5.2 UNESCO heritage status and changes brought by ethnic tourism in LAT 

The heritage status of LAT since 1997 has prompted fast development of tourism in and around 

the town. Regulations and articulation of LAT by UNESCO, and changes that have occurred 

in the town in recent decades, comprise another important background for investigations on the 

town and the Naxi language.  

As mentioned earlier, LAT was inscribed as a World Cultural Heritage by UNESCO for its 

traditional culture and ancient street landscapes in 1997. The quality of LAT evaluated by 

UNESCO experts was that: 

Lijiang is an historic town of considerable interest by virtue of its sitting in relationship 

to the natural features of the region and its blend of indigenous Naxi and external forms 

of architecture and design. (ICOMOS, 1997) 

Academics and experts identified the town as a World Heritage site for two important points. 

First, Naxi traditional culture, and second, the streetscape and natural landscape of LAT. 

However, the title of World Heritage site inscribed by UNESCO, such as that given LAT not 

only means it is regarded as culturally valuable, but also warns it is vulnerable (Alberts & 

Hazen, 2010) and requires protecting. However, although the protection zone for LAT and 

nearby architectures, such as Yuquan architectural structures, were designated in 1997 as 

World Heritage sites (ICOMOS, 1997), the boundaries of these areas were not formally and 

completely described and were required to be further examined by UNESCO (ICOMOS, 2012). 

The clarification of boundaries in these areas reflects the awareness of threats to the values of 

this world heritage site. UNESCO hoped to help control these threats through specific 

delineation of the boundaries of this cultural heritage (ICOMOS, 2012).  

Ethnic tourism growth in LAT, after being classified as a World Heritage site, has resulted in 

a number of changes in the town including the commercialisation of Naxi culture, 

environmental pressures, and migration (local people moving out and Han Chinese moving in). 

To highlight the growth of tourism in LAT, the example of traveller accommodation is useful. 

As a commercial and transportation centre on the border of three important provinces (Yunnan, 

Sichuan and Tibet), LAT has a long history of running inns. Zong (2002) reported in her study 
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(v) the influence of new language domains such as new media platforms, 

(vi) the language being used for education.  

Among these, the first factor is regarded as the most useful one (see Table 3), which 

indicates whether or not a language is being transmitted from one generation to the next 

(Fishman, 1991). Although this framework is comprehensive, it is hard to arrive at an 

accurate statistical picture as many statistics do not exist or are difficult to find. 

Nevertheless, the first factor offers a good way for understanding the vitality of a minority 

language. 

Table 3 Degree of intergenerational language transmission 

Degree of 

endangerment 

      Intergenerational language transmission 

Safe The language is spoken by all generations, without any 

sign of threat from other languages. 

Stable yet 

threatened 

The language is spoken in most contexts by all 

generations, but one or more dominant languages have 

taken over in certain contexts.  

Unsafe Most but not all children or families speak their language. 

Definitively 

endangered 

The language is not being learned and responded to by the 

children at home.  

Severely 

endangered  

The language is only spoken by the grandparent 

generation.  

Critically 

endangered  

The older people only remember part of the language, but 

do not use it.  

Extinct No one can speak or remember the language. 

Source: (UNESCO, 2003b, p. 8) 

For my study, defining the situation of Naxi Language in terms of intergenerational 

transmission seemed to be one way to understand the degree of endangerment and what has 

been happening to the language with so many changes in LAT. However, rather than taking a 

statistical approach, I instead draw on interviews with families across generations. As will be 
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the LL and Naxi language vitality can be seen and presented, as discussed in the following 

section. 

In this case study, the data were collected through a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods. 

Each different approach has strengths and weaknesses, but when combined, there is a greater 

possibility of neutralising the flaws of one method and strengthening the advantages of another 

to get better research results (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Quantitative methods are used 

to establish a numeric picture of the scale, proportion, or variance of an issue (Maxwell, 2010). 

They allow a researcher to interpret the variation and generalisation of an issue from the scale 

and proportion of the issue. Qualitative methods are used when a problem or a complex 

phenomenon needs to be understood comprehensively and investigated from various lenses but 

is hard to be measured quantitatively (Arendt et al., 2012; Baxter & Jack, 2008). Compared to 

the quantitative methods that seek generalisation, qualitative methods enable deep, rich and 

nuanced understandings of a social phenomenon.  

Digital photographs of the LL provided the basis of my quantitative method which, as I 

describe later in the chapter, were used as an auxiliary or a preceding method to the main 

qualitative study (Hussein, 2009). While quantitative methods are not normally associated with a 

social constructionist epistemology, examining how the Naxi language was being socially 

constructed in and through the LL provided insight into the vitality and perceived value of the 

language within the LAT. The qualitative aspects of my study included 35 interviews and around 

30 days of field observation in LAT. While my study included a small number of participants 

and could therefore be criticised for providing a limited basis for generalisation (Zainal, 2007), 

generalisation was not the purpose of my work. My case study approach aimed to present a 

picture of Naxi language visibility and vitality in a particular social and cultural context and 

place: LAT. 

In the following section I explain my selection of specific sites related to my analysis of the 

LL, unstructured observations, and interviews. 

4.2 Field site selection 

4.2.1 Linguistic Landscape site selection 

Choosing an appropriate and specific area or space to collect LL data is an important 

consideration in LL studies.  For example, Backhaus (2006) followed a train line in Tokyo to 

provide a selection of LLs, whereas Loth (2016) chose nine towns in a southern province of 

South Africa. A more frequent solution to the LL selection is using shopping streets as a survey 
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If a language is not seen as important by the people, it will not be shown in public places. If it 

is less important than another language, it will be placed in less important position on a sign. 

Gorter (2006) further confirmed that language use is influenced by the LL. Therefore, to help 

understand the situation of Naxi language in LAT, its language presence in monolingual, 

bilingual and multilingual signs have been counted, expressed as a percentage, and compared 

with the presence of other languages. The presence, functions and characteristics of the 

languages displayed in the LL were then inputted into a matrix (Loth, 2016) (Appendix 1) in 

order to analyse the visibility of the Naxi language.   

In the chosen Sifang Street and half of the Dongda Street, there are 92 shops and 2 offices, with 

206 signs on their front facades in the public place, which are visible to from the street level. 

A digital camera was suggested for taking pictures of monolingual, bilingual and multilingual 

signs by Gorter (2006) for its large memory and cheap price. Overall, I took 731 digital photos 

of the signs in the two street sites in August 2018. To observe the same sign from different 

directions, I took two or three photos for each sign to show different perspectives of the same 

sign. Also, in case of a photo is damaged or cannot be observed clearly, the other photos can 

be used as backups. All these photos made the counting possible for a preliminary data analysis. 

Compared to the other research methods in sociolinguistics, the study of LLs seems to need 

more exploration, for their descriptive and analytical potential. A descriptive analysis can 

usually diagnose if a particular area is monolingual or multilingual based on how many 

languages have been used (Blommaert, 2013). From the language display on the LL in a place, 

we can see not only the number of languages being used, but also the form, shape, and literacy 

content in this place, as well as their interaction in the public space. Most important is what the 

number, form, and interaction of languages tells us. The space of a place is constructed not just 

via objects, but also via interactions of these objects, which reflects the social, cultural, and 

political influences being embodied by the LL (Ben-Rafael et al., 2010; Blommaert, 2013). 

Thus, when I describe and analyse the LL, I employ this preliminary quantitative data to 

demonstrate not only the physical space, but also the move from physical space to social and 

political space, especially their underlying meanings. After my preliminary survey of the LL, 

I felt more confident to select nine signs for my more descriptive and interpretive qualitative 

analysis.  
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4.3.2 Detailed data from nine signs 

Based on the preliminary quantitative data, a systematic analysis of detailed LL data was used 

to identify more insights of Naxi language visibility in LAT. Identifying appropriate variables 

to connect physical space with social and cultural places is a good way to demonstrate the 

different data of LLs. I followed the variables utilised (discussed shortly) by Ben-Rafael et al. 

(2006), Barni and Bagna (2010) and Loth (2016), but added two other variables based on my 

observations on the LLs: sign function and characteristics of the Naxi language. To reveal the 

symbolic structuring of Israel, Ben-Rafael et al. (2006) developed the two distinguishing 

variables of top-down and bottom-up to refer to official signs and non-official signs, 

respectively. They focused on the category of language agency, who made the signs: official 

or non-official. Besides the language agency, Barni and Bagna (2010), reflecting on the 

language visibility and vitality on the LLs in the multilingual context in Italy, made use of the 

variable of language choice, which they explained as being the languages that have been 

selected by individuals or institutions to convey whatever is important on the sign. To explore 

the nature of the LL, Loth (2016) added another two variables in addition to language agency, 

including locality and the functionality of the signs in LL. These variables define where the 

signs are located, and what the signs are used for. In my study the locality of the signs is the 

same: each is found on either Sifang or Dongba Street in the public area outside the doorways 

into shops, so I do not explore the locality variable in any further detail or include it in my 

analytical matrix. For this study, I selected the variables of language choice, language agency, 

sign function and the characteristics of Naxi language: specifically, what can be deduced about 

power relations (between Naxi, Mandarin and English) and Naxi identity. In regard to language 

choice and agency, I included questions about language attitudes and ownership when I talked 

with shop keepers in relation to relevant regulations. My discussion of language function and 

characteristics depended on my own interpretation from what I could see in the town and had 

learned from wider reading and document study.  

In order to discuss these ideas, I chose nine standalone signs as my LL data and, in Chapter 5, 

focused on particular variables in relation to each. With regards to language choice, the sign 

of Shaoshi Chinese Traditional Pharmacy (Figure 17) and the sign of Lijiang Souvenir (Figure 

20) generally highlight the choice of Mandarin as a dominant language. Two top-down signs: 

the sign of Luggage Locker (Figure 21) and the sign of Dongda Street (Figure 24) and two 

bottom-up signs: the couplet signs of He Zhigang calligraphy studio (Figure 26) and the signs 

of Naxi concert hall (Figure 27) are selected in the section of language agency to look into 







93 

 

I used semi-structured interviews to explore the feelings and expectations of the Naxi to their 

language in relation to LAT, as well as the ways different groups valued and/or devalued the 

language. I designed a general interview schedule to determine basic issues to be covered and 

main questions to be asked. This allowed for more flexibility and opportunities for 

interpretation and narratives (Bryman & Bell, 2001; Tracy, 2013).  There were sixteen main 

interview questions (Appendix 2) covering five aspects: place making, culture, place-

belongingness, value of the Naxi language in everyday use, and the Naxi language in the LL. 

The questions were designed to explore the influence of changes occurring to the Naxi 

language and the town, and expectations and values of Naxi people to their language and their 

original place. Business owners were asked three additional questions specifically in relation 

to their choice of language on their business signage. 

4.3.4.1 Sampling 

The first task before conducting interviews was to determine what categories of people should 

be included and how many people to be interviewed. The main consideration for selecting 

categories of participants was the coverage of different voices and diverse perspectives that 

were wide enough to capture different facets of a phenomenon (Bryman, 2012; Kuper et al., 

2008), which for this research is the Naxi language and the influence of the town context on its 

vitality. Naxi people were the main voices that the research needed to capture, however, the 

people who were working or travelling in this context were also related to the research given 

their prominence in LAT. Therefore, I planned five groups of interviewees who had close but 

different relationships with Naxi language and LAT: 1) five Naxi families; 2) five Naxi 

business owners or shopkeepers; 3) five non-Naxi speaking business owners or keepers; 4) five 

Naxi university students; and 5) five tourists. In retrospect, and had time allowed, it could well 

have been useful to expand the interviews in each of the categories (see Section 4.6 

Limitations). The ideal interviewees from the Naxi families were to include three generations: 

grandparents, parents, and children, one from each generation. The young generation are aged 

between sixteen to eighteen years old. They are students in secondary schools, and able to 

express their ideas and opinions. The five Naxi and five non-Naxi speaking business owners 

or shopkeepers were chosen when I conducted observation in LAT. During my observation in 

their shops, they expressed their interest to talk to me and to know about my research. I 

therefore chose them spontaneously as my interview participants. The five tourists were also 

chosen spontaneously in LAT since they were willing to speak to me when I approached them. 

The five Naxi university students were in universities outside of Lijiang and were provided 
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responses. For example, although two participants were of similar age, and therefore likely to 

have had similar upbringing and schooling experiences, they gave totally different answers to 

the question if they had learned Dongba scripts in their primary school or secondary school. 

One gave a definite yes answer, but the other gave a negative answer and there was no easy 

explanation of these differences.  

Third, my photography of the LL has been done in the three visits in the LAT (in 2014, 2018 

and 2020) and encountered some challenges. It was difficult to take relevant photos for the LL 

study in the early visit as I was still not quite sure of my research focus. When I took photos 

for the LL study in the chosen streets, I felt uncertain about which photos were most relevant 

and which perspective would be exactly used, so I firstly showed my supervisors the photos 

that I took in 2014, then talked with them the photos taken in 2018. Based on these photos and 

supervisions from them, I made a matrix (Appendix 1) to sort out these photos. In my last 

scoping work in LAT, I took another section of photos and a video of the signs in Dongda 

Street to complement my LL corpus. But I found the two streets (Sifang Street and Dongda 

Street) that I had chosen as main research sites were actually one street and a half. The Dongda 

Street is divided into two parts by a river, Yuhe River. The river runs along the street and breaks 

it into two halves. I decided to give up taking photos of the signs on other half of the street, not 

only because of the barrier of the river (taking photos along the river is dangerous for me), but 

also because the trees along the river covered my view of many signs.  

Fourth, I had three main types of different data (LL data, interview data and textual data) and 

had to collect and analyse them with different methods and strategies. The collection of LL 

data depended on observation and taking photos, interview data were gathered via WeChat and 

face-to-face interviews, while the documents used as textual data were released by all levels of 

governments and UNESCO. All these are individually flawed, but they are mitigated through 

the combination of the three data (Turner et al., 2017). But the collection of these three kinds 

of data was challenging, particularly the textual data from laws and regulations.  

Last, my study included many sections and points that needed translating from Chinese 

language. Besides many laws and regulations, my interviews are conducted in Han Chinese 

and most LL texts are also displayed in Chinese (including Naxi language). Although English 

texts have been demonstrated in the LL, most of them have not been translated appropriately. 

The whole process of understanding and analysis of interview data, LL data and textual data 

cannot be finished without proper translation and interpretation.  
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Figure 33 Street landscape 

 

(Author photo taken in LAT: August 2018) 

Figure 33 demonstrates a common view of a rebuilt residential house, which is now used as a 

fast-food outlet (KFC) located at the north entrance of LAT. The tiled roof, the divided upper 

windows, and the use of wood all suggest the integrity and authenticity of Naxi culture is 

maintained on the outside of the building. Inside the restaurant, the counter display, 

advertisements, and dining tables are all similar to KFC stores elsewhere, established according 

to the franchising rules of the KFC.  

Figure 34 Digital screen and its Naxi background 

 

(Author photo taken in LAT: August 2018) 

Figure 34 displays another kind of popular mediated outcome of tourism practices and Naxi 

traditional elements in the LAT. A digital screen is installed in front of a rebuilt building beside 

a small alley, that presents a plan view of Sifang Street. The screen is designed to remind 

travellers and data statisticians of the number of visitors and their distribution in the streets of 
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The regulation and planning documents indicate the contributions made by local government 

in developing LAT from a traditional and residential town to an international tourist city. For 

example, Regulations on the Protection of the LAT in Yunnan Province (Committee of Yunnan 

Provincial People's Congress, 2006) states:  

Article 10. The construction on LAT shall be carried out in accordance with the 

protection plan. The original overall layout, form, style and features shall be maintained. 

LAT is divided into conservation zones, buffer zones of construction control and 

environmental coordination zones. The specific scope of the three zones shall be 

determined and announced by Lijiang Municipal Government. 

The demolition of historic buildings in the conservation zone shall be prohibited. When 

the houses and facilities are rebuilt, or their functions are renovated, the appearance of 

houses in this zone must be kept to their original appearance. In the buffer zone of 

construction control, no facilities whose features are not directly related to the function 

and nature of LAT shall be built. When old buildings are really needed to be rebuilt or 

new buildings needed to be built, their nature, volume, height, colour and form should 

be consistent with the style of their adjacent parts. In the environmental coordination 

area, the construction shall not be carried out, if it goes against the environmental 

protection of the town. (p.2) 

The enforcement and implementation of these plans and regulations provide a strong legal 

guarantee for the protection and conservation of LAT. The division into three zones and 

detailed rules for different zones are designed to facilitate the scientific management and 

sustainable development of the town. Such division is in line with the approval report given by 

the International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS, 1997). In accordance with the 

regulations, the discordant buildings in the town have been demolished and restored to their 

original appearance (S. He, 2015), and through town management, the streets and other 

infrastructure are much better than in the past.  

In keeping with the desire to make LAT visually authentic, the outside of Naxi houses have not 

changed much, however, many of these houses are used for tourist accommodation and the 

inside has been altered to adapt to the needs of travellers (Figure 35).  
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Macro policies in the decline of Naxi language 

Influence of macro policies on ethnic languages 

The decline of Naxi culture and language stem, in part, from the tensions and gaps that exist 

between ethnic policy, ethnic language policy, tourism policy and reality of ethnic minorities 

at the macro level in China.  

First, the traditional ethnic policy principles in China cannot solve the challenges that the Naxi 

community are facing. One of the big challenges that the ethnic policy faces is the tension and 

scale of the imbalance between the Han majority and ethnic minorities (Leibold, 2013). The 

traditional central government principles, including national equality, stability, and solidarity, 

confront the challenges presented by ethnic minorities seeking recognition and greater 

autonomy. The traditional principles are actually strategies to maintain harmonious 

relationships between majority and ethnic minority communities rather than providing solution 

to the imbalance between Han majority and ethnic minorities (Yee, 2003). It is difficult to see 

options for increasing the vitality of Naxi language at this scale. To decrease the imbalance, 

preferential policies have been employed to accelerate the economic development in ethnic 

areas, but these preferential policies cannot solve ethnic problems comprehensively. And, 

indeed, economic development has been one of the strongest pressures against the preservation 

of Naxi language and culture. 

Now most ethnic policy lags far behind the social changes of ethnic minorities, including the 

Naxi community. Ethnic culture and language have not been fully represented in contemporary 

China and economic development has always been given priority over the promotion of ethnic 

culture and language (Barabantseva, 2008). In addition, the identity, culture, and language of 

ethnic minorities have rarely been upheld during periods of great population mobility between 

majority people and minority people and the requirements of a market economy (Fischer, 2008; 

Mackerras, 2003).  

Second, the promotion of Standard Chinese and Putonghua drove many ethnic languages to be 

marginalised or survive only for political or economic needs, which lays a basis for Naxi people 

to understand the value of Naxi language in their commercialised residential place and 

everyday use. Two conspicuous issues of LPP in China are the predominance of Standard 

Chinese and Putonghua promoted by legalisation and standardisation in China and weakened 

representation of ethnic languages in ethnic areas. It is a challenge to keep a balance in the 

language learning between Standard Chinese (Putonghua) and an ethnic language for an ethnic 
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Thirdly, there are so many loopholes that need to be filled regarding the policies of tourism, 

ethnic tourism and heritage tourism in ethnic areas. Two models can be selected as options at 

the macro level:  

To evaluate the protection of cultural heritage tourism, a model of three components including 

support from government, participation from ethnic community and balance between the 

perspectives of various stakeholders was recommended by Xing et al. (2012). The contribution 

of this model is to engage the important stakeholders and keep a balance between them. The 

crux of this model is the genuine participation of indigenous people, through whom the 

perspectives of heritage maintenance and conservation can be collected, and the predominant 

power wielded by the local decision-makers in the promulgation and execution of policy can 

be weakened (Li et al., 2021). To mitigate negative impacts of tourism in ethnic areas and 

enhance scientific planning, Yang and Wall (2009) suggest a model of enhanced planning to 

involve greater stakeholder engagement, and greater emphasis on a balance between 

environment, socio-cultural and economic development. The two models help to understand 

the significance of keeping a balance between major stakeholders in policy-making and the 

influencing factors that should be considered in making tourism policy.   

Place making of LAT at the meso level in the decline of Naxi language 

Influence of place making at meso level on the decline of Naxi language 

At the meso level, and relating back to discussion in Chapter 6, I find that the place making of 

LAT, facilitated by local regulations, and manipulated by local government and official 

agencies, has placed direct pressure on the vitality of Naxi indigenous culture and language. 

With UNESO heritage status, ethnic tourism promoted rapid changes in LAT and the functions 

and features of the town have been basically changed, in response to which indigenous Naxi 

people have migrated out of the town. To meet the imagination of tourists for exotic culture, 

the local authorities and entrepreneurs have designated the Naxi cultural activities, images, and 

forms in LAT that are most acceptable to tourists, and that camouflage the world Naxi people 

really in (L. Yang, 2011). Although there is tourism policy, the lack of Naxi original residents 

in the town has led to their absence or the lack of genuine participation in decision-making (Li 

et al., 2021). The absence of Naxi from the decision-making indicates they have not been really 

considered in the law-making and their culture and language have not been authentically 

represented in LAT.  
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placemaking ensures travellers gain pleasure from visiting the place, motivates commercialised 

tourism and results in influx of travellers. In LAT, more space and practices have been given 

to entrepreneurs and travellers to produce inauthentic Naxi culture (See Chapter 6), such as this 

modernised Dongba commodities and use of Sanyan Wells. Creative placemaking is designed 

to meet the tastes and entertainment desired by tourists seeking exotic culture, rather than the 

values and demands of the Naxi people. The appropriation of Naxi traditions and resources 

undermines and cuts off the creation, development, and intergenerational transmission of the 

Naxi culture (Voeller, 2011). The Naxi culture and language cannot be prompted and supported 

with sustainable development in this environment.   

In such an atmosphere, place making, whether standard, strategic, or creative, has been 

designed to attract tourists and promote tourism development. The influx of tourists, the 

deteriorated environment, the out-migration of the Naxi, the excessive outside investment, the 

commercialised tourism, and the absence of Naxi original residents in decision-making, have 

cut off the transmission of Naxi culture and language in the context of LAT.  

Recommendation for place making of LAT 

To promote sustainable heritage tourism in LAT, three aspects are recommended in relation to 

place making: 1) Reduce Naxi activities, images, forms and products in the town that are not 

endorsed by Naxi as being authentic expressions of their culture, and increase Naxi cultural 

produces and practices that are endorsed; 2) Encourage the back-migration of Naxi original 

residents with funding to own and run their own tourism projects; 3) Encourage the Naxi 

community to play a leading role in the operation, management, evaluation and decision-

making of the town. The three aspects are intrinsically connected with each other and the key 

point is the gradual moving back of Naxi to LAT and having a say in the place making.     

Two strategies are suggested to attract the Naxi to migrate back to LAT: One is to improve the 

natural and cultural environment of the town to be suitable for living, limit excessive tourism, 

but maintain development that is sustainable. This approach is exemplified by water reosurce 

management. Many scholars have raised issues of water management in the case of Lijiang to 

stress the significance of institutionalised governance (Ning & He, 2007; Voeller, 2011; Yan 

Zhang, 2020). Voeller (2011), for example, gives a suggestion for local government to put 

pressure on the manner in which industry, business and people use the water source and that 

exacting water quality and quantity standards must be maintained through use of relevant 

scientific data. The other is to facilitate cooperation among Naxi community members through 
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GZAR: Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region 

TAR: Tibet Autonomous Region  

CSC: China State Council 

LNAC: Lijiang Naxi Autonomous County   
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Matrix of LLs  
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9 Naxi  parent 28 LAT born and 

working 

here 

WeChat Speaking 

Naxi within 

family, not at 

workplace 

No 

10 Naxi grandchil

d 

17 LAT born here 

but moved 

out 

face-to 

face 

Speaking 

Naxi within 

family, not at 

school 

No 

11 Naxi grandchil

d 

17 LAT born here 

but moved 

out 

face-to 

face 

Speaking 

Naxi within 

family, not at 

school 

No 

12 Naxi  universit

y student 

22 LAT born here 

and 

studying in 

YMU 

WeChat Speaking 

Naxi within 

family, not at 

university 

No 

13 Naxi  universit

y student 

21 LAT born here 

and 

studying in 

YMU 

WeChat Speaking 

Naxi within 

family, not at 

university 

Learned 

some 

words 

14 Naxi  universit

y student 

20 LAT born here 

and 

studying in 

YMU 

WeChat Speaking 

Naxi within 

family, not at 

university 

Learned 

some 

words 

15 Naxi  universit

y student 

20 LAT born here 

and 

studying in 

YMU 

WeChat Speaking 

Naxi within 

family, not at 

university 

No 

16 Naxi  universit

y student 

19 LAT born here 

and 

studying in 

YMU 

WeChat Speaking 

Naxi within 

family, not at 

university 

No 
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17 Naxi 

(female

) 

eatery 

assistant 

abou

t 45 

Lijiang 

(out of 

LAT) 

6 years face-to 

face 

Speaking 

Mandarin 

within family 

and with 

customers 

No 

18 Naxi  

(male) 

snack 

shop 

owner   

abou

t 50 

on the 

north of 

LAT 

born and 

doing 

business 

here 

face-to 

face 

Speaking 

Naxi within 

family and 

Mandarin 

with 

customers 

know 

some 

texts, 

help with 

dictionar

ies 

19 Naxi 

(female

) 

fashion 

assistant 

abou

t 25 

around 

LAT 

born and 

working 

here 

face-to 

face 

Speaking 

Naxi within 

family and 

Mandarin 

with friends 

and 

customers 

Learned 

some 

words, 

but 

almost 

forgot 

them 

20 Naxi 

(male) 

restauran

t 

assistant 

abou

t 20 

around 

LAT 

born and 

working 

here 

face-to 

face 

Speaking 

Naxi within 

family and 

Mandarin 

with friends 

and 

customers 

No 

21 Non-

Naxi 

(Han 

male) 

eatery 

owner 

abou

t 35 

Heilongjia

ng 

(4500 km 

away from 

Lijiang) 

2 years face-to 

face 

Mandarin No 

22 Non-

Naxi 

(Han 

male) 

eatery 

owner 

abou

t 50 

a county in 

Sichuan 

Province 

5 years face-to 

face 

Mandarin No 
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23 Non-

Naxi 

(Han 

female) 

beauty 

and spa 

owner 

abou

t 30 

Yongshen

g (county 

about 100 

km away 

from 

Lijiang) 

more than 

10 years 

face-to 

face 

Mandarin 

 

No 

24 Non-

Naxi 

(Han 

female) 

inn 

owner 

abou

t 45 

a county in 

Sichuan 

Province 

more than 

2 years 

face-to 

face 

Mandarin 

 

No 

25 Non-

Naxi 

(Han 

female) 

fashion 

assistant 

abou

t 25 

Chongqin

g (city in 

Sichuan 

Province) 

more than 

1 year 

face-to 

face 

Mandarin 

 

No 

26 Non-

Naxi 

(Han 

male) 

hotel 

owner 

abou

t 65 

from 

Sichuan 

Province 

more than 

10 years 

face-to 

face 

Mandarin 

 

No 

27 Non-

Naxi 

(Bai 

female) 

shoe 

shop 

owner 

abou

t 27 

Dali  

(200 km 

away from 

Lijiang) 

2 years face-to 

face 

Bai language No 

28 Non-

Naxi 

(Bai 

female) 

fruit 

peddler 

abou

t 55 

on the 

south of 

LAT 

born and 

doing 

some 

handy 

work 

face-to 

face 

Speaking 

little Naxi 

with Naxi 

friends, Bai 

with family 

and Mandarin 

with 

customers 

No 

29 Non-

Naxi 

(Han 

male) 

taxi 

driver 

abou

t 40 

a county in 

Lijiang 

(out of 

LAT) 

born and 

being a 

taxi driver 

face-to 

face 

Mandarin No 
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30 Naxi  traveller 55 Chengdu 

(capital of 

Sichuan 

Province, 

neighbour 

province) 

born and 

working in 

a 

neighbour 

province 

face-to 

face 

Mandarin No 

31 Non-

Naxi 

(Han 

male) 

traveller abou

t 25 

Kunming 

(capital of 

Yunnan 

Province) 

2 days (the 

first time) 

face-to 

face 

Mandarin 

 

No 

32 Non-

Naxi 

(Han 

male) 

traveller mor

e 

than 

30 

Changsha 

(capital of 

Hunan 

Province, 

a province 

about 

1300km 

away from 

Yunnan) 

1 day (the 

second 

time) 

face-to 

face 

Mandarin 

 

No 

33 Non-

Naxi 

(Han 

male) 

traveller mor

e 

than 

50 

Xinjiang 

(a 

province 

more than 

3000km 

away from 

Lijiang) 

1 day 

(the first 

time) 

face-to 

face 

Mandarin 

 

No 

34 Non-

Naxi 

(Han 

female) 

traveller abou

t 25 

Beijing 

(capital of 

China, 

about 

2600km 

away from 

Lijiang) 

5 days 

(the first 

time) 

face-to 

face 

Mandarin 

 

No 

 

 

 












