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Executive Summary 

This Master’s Project examines how forest-related life-cycle rituals among the Yi 

people in southwest China shape relationships between people and trees, sacred groves, 

and broader forested landscapes. It argues that these practices should not be understood 

only as symbolic expressions of culture or belief, but also as forms of informal 

environmental governance. In both environmental policy and existing scholarship, 

forests are often treated primarily as ecological systems, resource spaces, or units of 

management, while ritual practices are described as heritage, belief, or tradition without 

fully explaining how they influence everyday environmental behavior. As a result, 

conservation and land-use policies may overlook local systems of regulation that 

already shape how people use, avoid, and care for forested environments. This project 

addresses that gap by asking how life-cycle rituals associated with birth, marriage, and 

death generate practical norms of protection, restraint, and stewardship. 

 

The project has two main objectives. First, it examines whether Yi Forest culture 

operates not only as a symbolic domain, but also as a socially meaningful mechanism 

through which rules about forest use are learned, reproduced, and enforced over time. 

Second, it considers the policy relevance of these practices, especially for conservation 

planning and community-based governance in Indigenous and minority regions. The 

central argument is that ecological care in Yi communities is often embedded in kinship 

obligations, ritual duties, and moral expectations rather than expressed through formal 

conservation language. In this sense, environmental regulation may occur through 

social practice even where it is not named as environmental protection. 

 

Methodologically, the project adopts a qualitative and interpretive research design 

grounded in textual and comparative analysis. It draws on Yi ritual texts, ethnographic 

accounts, local gazetteers, and secondary scholarship in environmental anthropology 

and governance studies. A key conceptual contribution of the project is its distinction 

among individual trees, sacred groves or woodlands, and broader forested landscapes. 

These categories are not interchangeable. In the Yi context, specific trees may carry 

personal, protective, or ancestral significance, while sacred groves are socially bounded 

ritual sites and forests refer to wider ecological landscapes. This distinction is important 

because ritual obligations often apply to trees or designated sacred places rather than to 

undifferentiated forest space. 

 

The analysis is organized around three life-cycle stages. First, the project examines 

birth rituals, especially the assignment of spirit trees to newborn children. These 

practices create a socially recognized relationship between a child and a particular tree, 

such that the condition of the tree is linked to the child’s health and well-being. Because 

harm to the tree is understood as potentially harmful to the child, clear prohibitions 

against cutting, pruning, or damaging that tree are established. These rules are 

reinforced through family expectations and broader social recognition, making them 

more than private belief. Birth rituals therefore serve as an early mechanism through 

which norms of restraint and care toward trees are learned and maintained. 



Second, the project examines marriage rituals as a way in which forest-related norms 

are extended beyond the household and reproduced across kinship networks. Marriage 

rituals involve rules governing the selection and use of wood for ceremonial and 

domestic purposes, including distinctions between appropriate and inappropriate trees. 

Trees associated with spirit protection, mourning, or other ritually significant roles are 

excluded from ordinary use. Because marriage is a public event involving multiple 

families, elders, and ritual specialists, these rules are collectively observed and 

evaluated. In this way, marriage rituals help scale forest-related norms from family 

practice to community expectation and strengthen their long-term social durability. 

 

Third, the project considers death rituals and their relationship to sacred groves and 

forested landscapes. These rituals position certain forested spaces as sites of return, 

ancestral presence, and moral significance. As a result, they reinforce patterns of respect, 

avoidance, and limited disturbance in areas associated with burial, ritual activity, or 

ancestral memory. The significance of this finding is not that death rituals were 

intentionally designed as conservation tools, but that they nonetheless shape land-use 

behavior by embedding restraint within socially binding relations to place. 

 

Taken together, these findings support the central argument of the thesis: Yi life-cycle 

rituals function as forms of informal environmental governance. They do not regulate 

behavior through formal law or explicit conservation goals. Instead, they embed rules 

of use, avoidance, and care within socially significant moments of life transition. 

Through birth, marriage, and death rituals, environmental norms become tied to kinship, 

ancestry, morality, and social responsibility, producing stable patterns of restraint and 

stewardship over time. The thesis abstract similarly emphasizes that these practices 

generate conservation-relevant outcomes without relying on formal legal institutions or 

explicit environmental intent. 

 

The broader significance of this project lies in its implications for environmental policy. 

It suggests that policies treating forests as uniform ecological units may fail to recognize 

the culturally differentiated landscapes through which local environmental regulation 

operates. Spirit trees, sacred groves, and ritually protected spaces may already function 

as locally legitimate institutions of environmental order, yet they can be ignored or 

disrupted by top-down conservation measures, standardized forest management, or 

land-use interventions. The project therefore argues that more effective and legitimate 

governance should engage with these local systems rather than displacing them. Overall, 

this study contributes to scholarship on informal institutions, community-based 

conservation, and culturally embedded governance, while offering a practical policy 

insight: conservation in Yi regions is likely to be more effective when it works with 

locally recognized ritual systems and moral landscapes rather than overriding them. 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 

Forests are often discussed in environmental scholarship as ecological systems defined 

by vegetation cover, species composition, and ecosystem services (FAO, 2018). 

However, for many Indigenous and minority communities, forests are also lived 

environments shaped by social relationships, moral expectations, and everyday 

practices. In such contexts, interactions with forested landscapes are guided not only by 

formal regulations or economic incentives, but by shared norms that influence how trees 

are used, avoided, or cared for. These norms may not be written into law, yet they can 

still produce stable and predictable patterns of behavior over time (Ingold, 2000; Berkes, 

1992). 

 

A growing body of research in ecological anthropology, political ecology, and common-

pool resource governance has highlighted the importance of these culturally embedded 

norms, particularly in settings where state enforcement is limited or uneven (Ostrom, 

1990). Such work shows that environmental behavior is often regulated through social 

expectations, moral obligations, and informal rules rather than through formal policy 

alone. Despite this recognition, many studies continue to treat “forest culture” primarily 

as a symbolic or expressive domain, without clearly explaining how cultural practices 

translate into everyday decisions about resource use and restraint. As a result, the 

mechanisms through which culture shapes environmental outcomes are often left 

unspecified. 

 

This thesis addresses that gap by examining forest-related practices among the Yi 

people (彝族 Yízú) in southwest China through the lens of life-cycle rituals. Rather 

than focusing on beliefs or symbolism in isolation, it asks how ritual practices 

associated with birth, marriage, and death shape concrete relationships between people, 

trees, and forested spaces. Life-cycle rituals are analytically important because they are 

moments when social membership is established, alliances are formed, and 

relationships with ancestors and landscapes are reaffirmed (Van Gennet, 1998). If 

forest-related norms carry real social weight, they should be especially visible at these 

points of transition. 

 

Conceptual clarity is essential for this analysis. In both ecological science and social 

research, trees, woodlands, and forests are often used interchangeably, even though they 

refer to different ecological forms and social meanings (Chazdon, 2016). In this thesis, 

trees refer to individual organisms that may acquire personal, protective, or ancestral 

significance; groves or woodlands refer to bounded stands of trees that are socially 

recognized and often ritually marked; and forests refer to broader ecological landscapes 

that include multiple sites, species assemblages, and patterns of use. This distinction 

matters in the Yi context, where ritual obligations and prohibitions frequently apply to 

specific trees or designated sites rather than to undifferentiated forest space. 

 

Yi ritual texts and ethnographic accounts make frequent reference to spirit trees (灵树 



língshù) and sacred groves or forests (圣林 shènglín). These are not generic references 

to forested environments. Instead, they denote socially bounded and morally charged 

features of the landscape that are embedded in ritual practice and collective memory 

(Harrell, 2001). Treating such entities simply as “forest” risks obscuring the ways in 

which specific rules of access, use, and avoidance are generated and maintained. This 

thesis therefore consistently identifies whether a given practice concerns an individual 

tree, a ritually designated grove, or the wider forested landscape, and considers the 

distinct implications of each. 

 

The Yi people inhabit mountainous regions of southwest China characterized by 

ecological diversity and long-standing reliance on forest resources. Existing scholarship 

documents Yi ethnobotanical knowledge, sacred natural sites, and ritual relationships 

with plants and landscapes (Anderson et al., 2019). Much of this work, however, 

examines these elements separately, focusing either on symbolic meaning or on patterns 

of resource use without tracing how they are connected across major life transitions. As 

a result, it remains unclear how forest-related norms are reproduced over time and how 

they acquire social durability. 

 

To address this issue, the present study adopts a qualitative and interpretive approach 

grounded in textual and comparative analysis. Drawing on Yi ritual texts, ethnographic 

accounts, local gazetteers, and secondary scholarship, it examines practices associated 

with birth, marriage, and death to identify recurring patterns through which rules of 

forest use are embedded in socially binding activities. Rather than treating rituals as 

static traditions, the analysis focuses on how they structure expectations, 

responsibilities, and constraints that guide everyday behavior. 

 

The central argument advanced in this thesis is that Yi life-cycle rituals function as 

practical means through which forest-related norms are learned, shared, and enforced. 

These rituals do not promote conservation through explicit environmental intent. 

Instead, they link ecological care to kinship duties, moral responsibility, and respect for 

ancestors. Over time, such practices generate patterned behaviors of avoidance, 

restraint, and stewardship that resemble forms of informal environmental governance 

(Berkes, 1992). 

 

Because this thesis is situated within an environmental policy–oriented program, its 

contribution extends beyond cultural interpretation. By identifying how ritual practices 

already regulate interactions with trees and forested spaces, the study highlights 

opportunities for aligning conservation initiatives with existing local governance 

systems. Policies that recognize sacred trees, ritual groves, and culturally embedded 

rules of use may be more effective and legitimate than those that override them. In this 

way, the analysis offers insights for protected-area planning and community-based 

conservation in Yi regions. 

 



Section 1: Birth Rituals and Spirit Trees in Yi Communities 

I argue that birth rituals among the Yi people function as a foundational mechanism 

through which forest-related norms are established, internalized, and socially enforced 

from the earliest stages of life. Specifically, I argue that the ritual assignment of spirit 

trees (灵树  língshù) to newborn children creates durable, socially recognized 

relationships between individuals and specific trees. These relationships generate clear 

expectations about how those trees may be treated, thereby constraining behavior in 

ways that produce conservation-relevant outcomes, even though the practices 

themselves are not framed as environmental protection. 

 

In this section, environmental norms refer to shared expectations that shape how people 

use, avoid, or care for trees and forested spaces. Informal environmental governance 

refers to the regulation of such behavior through socially enforced rules, moral 

obligations, and collective monitoring rather than through written law or state 

enforcement. I show that Yi birth rituals embed these norms within kinship relations 

and concerns for bodily well-being, ensuring that they are learned early in life and 

reinforced through everyday social interaction. 

 

Anthropological scholarship has long emphasized that birth is a moment of social 

incorporation rather than a purely biological event (Van Gennet, 1998). Through ritual 

practice, newborns are placed within moral communities and systems of responsibility. 

In Yi regions of southwest China, this process of incorporation extends beyond human 

society. Birth rituals formally connect the life of the child to elements of the surrounding 

landscape, most notably individual trees. This connection is neither symbolic nor 

incidental. It is produced through standardized ritual practices documented in county-

level ethnographic collections and local gazetteers, and it carries concrete expectations 

regarding conduct toward the designated tree. 

 

1. Naming and Assigning Spirit Trees at Birth 

County-level ethnographic records from Dayao County (大姚县 Dàyáo Xiàn), in Chu 

Xiong Yi Autonomous Prefecture, Yunnan, document a series of household-based 

protection rituals conducted shortly after a child’s birth. These rituals are typically 

performed by ritual specialists, often bimo (毕摩 bìmó). A required component of the 

ritual is the formal designation of a nearby tree—usually located near the household or 

along an ancestral path—as the child’s spirit tree (灵树  língshù) (Dayao County 

Cultural Bureau, 1991, 208–210). 

 

Local records make clear that this designation is not optional. Assigning a spirit tree is 

described as a necessary step in birth protection rituals intended to safeguard the child’s 

health and survival. During the ceremony, the officiant identifies the tree and establishes 



a relationship between the newborn and the tree spirit through spoken pledges and ritual 

offerings. 

 

According to the Dayao County Ethnic Folk Literature Collection, the ritual includes a 

pledge prayer addressed directly to the tree spirit: “Oh great tree spirit, accept this child 

as your own; let your roots be solid ground, your branches safe harbor, and your life 

force vitality” (Dayao County Cultural Bureau, 1991, 214). This prayer explicitly links 

the stability and vitality of the tree to the safety and health of the child. 

 

The analytical significance of this practice lies in the way the relationship is created. 

Because the pledge is embedded within a standardized ritual sequence rather than 

narrated as myth or folklore, the relationship between the child and the tree is 

established through ritual action itself. The tree is not treated as a metaphor or symbol, 

but as a morally consequential entity whose condition is understood to have direct 

implications for the child. 

 

2. Linking the Child’s Health to the Tree 

I argue that the ritual language used in birth ceremonies constructs a clear and socially 

shared link between the child’s well-being and the physical condition of the spirit tree. 

By describing the tree’s roots as “ground,” its branches as “shelter,” and its life force as 

vitality, the ritual frames harm to the tree as harm to the child. 

 

Ethnographic explanations from Dayao County state explicitly that damage to a spirit 

tree is believed to result in illness or misfortune for the associated child (Dayao County 

Cultural Bureau, 1991, 216–218). This understanding is not treated as a private belief 

or individual superstition. Instead, it is presented as shared moral knowledge. Accounts 

from Chu Xiong Yi Autonomous Prefecture repeatedly emphasize that the child’s health 

and the integrity of the spirit tree are mutually dependent (Chu Xiong Yi Autonomous 

Prefecture Chronicle Compilation, 2005). 

 

As a result, caring for the tree becomes inseparable from caring for the child. Protecting 

the spirit tree is understood as a parental and kinship obligation rather than as an 

environmental action in a modern policy sense. Yi ritual discourse further portrays spirit 

trees as beings capable of protection, observation, and retribution, positioning them as 

active participants in a moral order rather than passive natural objects (Fang, 1994). 

 

3. Everyday Rules and Community Monitoring 

The norms established through birth rituals are reinforced through everyday rules and 

collective monitoring. Ethnographic sources from Dayao County note that once a tree 

has been designated as a spirit tree, household members are prohibited from cutting, 

pruning, or otherwise damaging it, even when the tree might otherwise be suitable for 

fuelwood or construction material (Dayao County Cultural Bureau, 1991, 216–218). 

 

In practical terms, this means that trees associated with birth are left standing for long 



periods—often decades—despite competing material needs. These prohibitions are 

explained in terms of the child’s health and safety, not environmental protection. 

 

Importantly, enforcement extends beyond the immediate household. Local gazetteers 

and prefectural chronicles document that neighbors and kin are expected to intervene if 

a spirit tree is threatened, citing the ritual relationship between the tree and the child as 

justification (Chu Xiong Yi Autonomous Prefecture Chronicle Compilation, 2005). 

Compliance depends on shared moral understanding and social expectations rather than 

formal punishment, yet it effectively constrains behavior within the community. 

 

From an analytical perspective, this pattern closely resembles norm-based regulations 

described in studies of common-pool resource governance, where behavior is shaped 

through moral obligation and informal enforcement rather than written law (Ostrom, 

1990). In the Yi context, these norms are transmitted through life-cycle rituals, ensuring 

early internalization and long-term durability. 

 

4. From Spirit Trees to Sacred Groves 

Over time, the accumulation of protected spirit trees within a settlement contributes to 

the formation of small sacred groves, commonly referred to as sacred forests (圣林 

shènglín). Local chronicles from Chu Xiong Yi Autonomous Prefecture describe these 

groves as clusters of trees associated with multiple households and often located near 

ancestral sites or village boundaries (Chu Xiong Yi Autonomous Prefecture Chronicle 

Compilation, 2005). 

 

Empirical studies show that these sacred groves exhibit higher species diversity and 

lower levels of disturbance than surrounding forest areas, a pattern attributed to long-

standing ritual prohibitions rather than formal conservation policy (Liu, 2020). County 

and prefectural records emphasize that these groves emerge incrementally through the 

accumulation of individual ritual protection rather than through deliberate collective 

planning. 

 

I argue that this process demonstrates how birth-related rituals scale up from individual 

relationships to landscape-level effects. Although the primary intent of these practices 

is the protection of human life and lineage continuity, their cumulative impact produces 

spatial patterns of forest use that resemble localized conservation outcomes. 

 

5. Implications for Environmental Policy 

This analysis has direct implications for environmental policy in Yi regions. Policies 

that treat forests as uniform ecological units risk overlooking the culturally 

differentiated landscapes through which environmental behavior is regulated in practice. 

Tree removal policies associated with forest rationalization or land consolidation may 

inadvertently target spirit trees, thereby disrupting existing systems of informal 

governance and undermining trust in state institutions (Agrawal, 1999). 



Similarly, conservation strategies that focus exclusively on large forest tracts (森林 

sēnlín) may fail to recognize smaller sacred groves (圣林 shènglín) that function as 

key nodes of local regulation. Ignoring these sites can replace socially legitimate 

systems of care and avoidance with externally imposed boundaries that lack local 

support. 

 

Recognizing birth-related ritual trees and sacred groves as socially enforced institutions 

provides a basis for more culturally attuned environmental policy. Approaches such as 

co-management frameworks can align formal regulation with existing moral systems, 

improving both policy legitimacy and conservation effectiveness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section 2: How Marriage Rituals Shape Forest Use among the Yi 

I argue that marriage rituals among the Yi people constitute a central institutional 

mechanism through which forest-related norms are expanded from the scale of 

individual households to broader kinship networks and village communities. While 

birth rituals establish morally binding relationships between individual children and 

specific trees, marriage rituals relocate forest-related rules into the formation of 

alliances, the establishment of new households, and the reproduction of lineage 

relations. Through repeated public ceremonies, material preparation, and collective 

evaluation, marriage rituals transform forest-related norms into shared expectations that 

regulate behavior across families and generations. In doing so, marriage rituals 

significantly strengthen informal systems of environmental governance. 

 

In this section, marriage rituals refer to the structured sequence of ceremonial practices 

through which marital unions are publicly recognized, morally evaluated, and socially 

validated. Forest-related norms refer to shared expectations governing which trees may 

be cut, which must be avoided, and under what conditions wood may be used. Informal 

environmental governance refers to the regulation of forest use through moral 

obligation, ritual authority, and collective monitoring rather than through codified law 

or direct state enforcement. I demonstrate that Yi marriage rituals play a decisive role 

in scaling such norms, giving them broader social reach, increased visibility, and long-

term durability. 

 

Anthropological scholarship has long emphasized marriage as a key institution through 

which alliances are forged and social obligations redistributed (Lévi-Strauss, 1969). In 

Yi communities of southwest China, marriage similarly marks a profound social 

transformation. However, this transformation is articulated not only through kinship 

terminology, bridewealth exchange, or residence arrangements, but also through 

sustained and carefully regulated engagement with trees and wood. Arboreal materials 

are not peripheral ritual props. Rather, they function as morally charged indicators 

through which the legitimacy of marriage is judged and through which appropriate 

relationships between humans and forests are reaffirmed. 

 

1. Rules for Choosing Wood in Marriage Rituals 

County- and prefecture-level records from Liangshan Yi Autonomous Prefecture (凉山

彝族自治州  Liángshān Yízú Zìzhìzhōu), Sichuan Province, consistently describe 

marriage preparation as a multi-stage process that begins well before the wedding 

ceremony itself. Among the earliest and most carefully regulated tasks is the selection 

of wood for ritual objects, including offering stands, marriage poles, door frames, and 

household implements intended for use by the newly established family (Liangshan Yi 

Autonomous Prefecture Local Chronicle Compilation, 2002). 

 

Local ritual manuals and gazetteers emphasize that wood used in marriage ceremonies 



must be gathered in accordance with explicit prescriptions. A passage recorded in the 

Liangshan Yi Autonomous Prefecture Chronicle states: 

 

“Marriage wood must be taken from clean and living trees; it must not be cut from 

mourning trees, nor taken from spirit trees. If the wood is improper, the marriage will 

not be secure.” This passage establishes a direct moral link between the source of ritual 

wood and the perceived stability of marriage. Trees associated with death (mourning 

trees) and trees linked to birth protection (spirit trees) are explicitly excluded from 

marital use. Crucially, this prohibition is framed not as a concern for ecological 

sustainability, but as a condition for marital legitimacy and social order. 

 

The analytical importance of this prescription lies in its classificatory logic. Trees are 

divided into morally distinct categories based on their ritual associations, and these 

distinctions directly shape patterns of extraction and avoidance. By reaffirming that 

spirit trees assigned at birth remain untouchable during marriage, these rules ensure 

continuity across life-cycle stages and prevent conflicting claims on the same arboreal 

resources. 

 

Local sources further emphasize that violations of these rules are believed to have 

consequences extending beyond the immediate ceremony. Improper wood use is said 

to invite misfortune, illness, or marital instability, reinforcing the idea that forest-related 

norms are inseparable from moral conduct in marriage. 

 

2. Public Scrutiny of Wood Use during Marriage Ceremonies 

Marriage rituals are inherently public events involving elders, ritual specialists, 

relatives from both lineages, and members of the wider community. As a result, 

decisions about forest use made during marriage preparation are subject to collective 

observation and evaluation. 

 

Ethnographic accounts from Zhao jue County (昭觉县 Zhāojué Xiàn) describe elders 

explicitly questioning households about the origin of ritual wood. As one local account 

notes, “Before the marriage pole is raised, elders ask where the wood was taken from 

and whether it comes from a clean tree” (Ma, 2016). Such questioning is not incidental; 

it forms part of the ritual process itself. Ritual texts further record corrective measures 

when improper wood is discovered. One instruction warns: “If forbidden wood is used 

in marriage, offerings must be increased or the ceremony delayed; otherwise, 

misfortune will follow the couple.” These passages illustrate that forest-related norms 

are enforced through ritual authority rather than coercive punishment. Compliance is 

achieved through the desire to avoid ritual failure, public embarrassment, or future 

misfortune attributed to improper conduct. In this sense, enforcement is moral and 

reputational rather than legal. 

 

Because these evaluations occur publicly, knowledge of which trees are protected and 



why is widely shared. Marriage ceremonies thus function as repeated pedagogical 

moments in which forest-related norms are rehearsed, clarified, and socially reinforced. 

Over time, this public scrutiny contributes to the internalization of forest-related rules 

across the community. 

 

3. Carrying Tree Rules into the New Household 

Marriage marks the establishment of a new household, a moment when everyday 

practices of forest use are renegotiated and stabilized. Local gazetteers note that elders 

frequently remind newly married couples to observe the same restrictions on tree use 

in their daily lives as those followed during marriage preparation (Liangshan Yi 

Autonomous Prefecture Local Chronicle Compilation, 2002). 

 

One ritual commentary captures this logic succinctly: “The house is born from the 

marriage; the wood of the house must follow the rules of the marriage.” This 

formulation explicitly links ritual conduct to long-term material practice. Trees deemed 

inappropriate for marriage are similarly avoided when gathering wood for early 

household construction, tools, and furnishings. In this way, marriage rituals extend 

forest-related norms into routine domestic activities. 

 

Because marriage connects two lineages, these norms circulate beyond the household 

of origin. Knowledge of protected trees and prohibited uses is transmitted through 

affinal ties, expanding the social reach of forest-related rules and reinforcing their 

durability. Over time, repeated adherence to these rules contributes to stable patterns of 

forest use at the village scale. 

 

4. How Marriage Turns Family Rules into Community Expectations 

I argue that marriage rituals play a decisive role in transforming forest-related norms 

from household-level obligations into community-wide expectations. Unlike birth 

rituals, which primarily bind families internally, marriage rituals involve multiple 

lineages and generate shared memories of proper and improper conduct. 

 

Decisions about forest use made during marriage ceremonies are remembered, 

discussed, and evaluated across kin networks. Over time, repeated observance of these 

rules produces stable patterns of avoidance and restraint that extend beyond individual 

families. These patterns are reinforced through narrative recall, ritual instruction, and 

everyday social interaction. 

 

From an analytical perspective, marriage rituals thus function as a mechanism for 

scaling informal environmental governance. By embedding rules of forest use within 

one of the most socially consequential institutions in Yi society, these practices generate 

landscape-level effects without invoking formal conservation discourse or state 

authority. 

 

5. What Marriage Rituals Mean for Environmental Policy 



Understanding marriage rituals as mechanisms for extending forest-related norms has 

important implications for environmental policy in Yi regions. Policies that treat forest 

use as an individual or household decision may overlook the lineage-based and 

ritualized nature of regulation already in place. 

 

Forestry policies that permit timber extraction without regard to ritual classifications 

risk undermining socially enforced boundaries between protected and permissible trees. 

Such interventions may weaken existing systems of informal governance that have 

historically shaped forest use and contributed to conservation-relevant outcomes. 

 

Recognizing marriage rituals as sites where ecological norms are publicly performed 

and enforced suggests alternative policy approaches. Participatory and co-management 

strategies that acknowledge ritual categories of trees and respect lineage-based rules of 

use may align more closely with local governance systems, thereby improving both 

policy legitimacy and conservation effectiveness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section 3: How Death Rituals Regulate Forest Use 

I argue that death rituals among the Yi people function as a key mechanism through 

which forest-related norms are stabilized and transmitted across generations. While 

birth rituals establish initial ties between individuals and specific trees, and marriage 

rituals extend forest-related rules across households and lineages, death rituals anchor 

these norms in ancestral authority and long-term collective memory. Through burial 

practices, mourning restrictions, and prohibitions surrounding grave sites, death rituals 

produce enduring patterns of forest avoidance and protection that shape landscape-level 

forest use over extended periods of time. 

 

In this section, death rituals refer to the set of ceremonial practices associated with 

burial, mourning, and ancestral commemoration. Burial forests refer to forested areas 

surrounding graves and ancestral sites that are subject to specific restrictions on use and 

access. Informal environmental governance refers to the regulation of forest use 

through moral obligation, ancestral authority, and collective enforcement rather than 

formal law.  

Anthropological research has long emphasized death rituals as moments when moral 

boundaries are reaffirmed, and social order is reproduced (Hertz, 1960). In Yi 

communities, death rituals similarly serve to reorganize relationships between the living, 

the dead, and the surrounding landscape. Importantly, these rituals do not treat forests 

as neutral ecological space. Instead, forested areas associated with burial and ancestry 

are transformed into morally charged sites governed by strict rules of avoidance and 

care. 

 

1.Death, Burial, and the Transformation of Forest Space 

The Mou ding County Gazetteer (《牟定县志》) records that Yi burials are commonly 

located on forested slopes, ridgelines, or near long-established ancestral routes, rather 

than on open or cultivated land. One entry note: “Yi burials are set among trees on 

mountain slopes; the living does not disturb the forest, so that the dead may rest in 

peace.” This description highlights two closely related features of Yi burial practice. 

First, burial sites are deliberately placed within forested environments rather than 

separated from them. Second, restraint toward the forest is framed explicitly as a moral 

obligation owed to the deceased, not as a matter of land management or resource 

conservation. 

 

Once a burial takes place, the surrounding forest is no longer treated as ordinary 

woodland. Trees near graves acquire a distinct moral status as part of the ancestral 

landscape. Their use becomes subject to ritual prohibition, regardless of their material 

value. The Mou ding County Gazetteer repeatedly emphasizes that cutting or damaging 

such trees is strictly forbidden: “Trees by the grave are not to be cut; those who harm 

them offend the ancestors and invite calamity.” This rule draws a sharp moral boundary 

between ordinary forest use and burial forests. Trees that might otherwise be suitable 

for firewood or construction are rendered untouchable once they become associated 



with the dead. Importantly, this prohibition is not limited to the descendants of the 

deceased. County records note that all community members are expected to respect 

burial forests, indicating that ancestral authority extends beyond the household to the 

wider social group. Violations are believed to result in illness, livestock loss, or repeated 

misfortune. Such consequences are understood not as random events but as signs of 

ancestral displeasure. Compliance is therefore achieved through shared moral 

understanding and fear of ancestral retribution rather than through formal punishment. 

Death rituals also include mourning periods during which forest use is further restricted. 

According to the Mou ding County Folk Customs Record (《牟定县民俗志》): “During 

mourning, the household refrains from entering the deep forest or cutting trees, lest 

noise disturb the spirit of the dead.” These restrictions are temporary, but their 

significance lies in repetition. Each death produces a period of heightened forest 

restraint, reinforcing the association between moral conduct and ecological avoidance. 

Over generations, these recurring pauses in forest use contribute to cumulative patterns 

of reduced disturbance around burial areas. 

 

2.Ancestral Authority, Collective Enforcement, and Long-Term Forest Protection 

I argue that death rituals give forest-related norms exceptional durability by embedding 

them in ancestral authority and collective memory. Unlike norms associated with 

everyday resource use, burial-related prohibitions are framed as obligations to the dead, 

making them difficult to challenge, revise, or reinterpret. 

 

A saying recorded in the Mou ding County Gazetteer captures this temporal depth: 

“People may forget the name of the ancestor, but they do not forget the forest of the 

ancestor.” Even when genealogical knowledge fades, burial forests remain marked 

through avoidance and respect. As a result, these forested areas often persist as 

protected patches of woodland for decades or even centuries. Empirical studies in Yi 

regions have observed that such areas frequently exhibit lower levels of disturbance 

and higher vegetation density than surrounding forests, a pattern attributed to ritual 

protection rather than state regulation. 

 

Enforcement of burial-related prohibitions is collective rather than individual. The Mou 

ding County Gazetteer notes that when burial forests are threatened, elders and ritual 

specialists are expected to intervene regardless of whether the threat comes from kin or 

outsiders: “When burial trees are harmed, the village must speak together.” This 

collective responsibility distinguishes burial forests from private property or state-

managed forest land. Enforcement relies on social pressure, reputational concern, and 

ancestral authority rather than written rules or legal sanctions. Through these practices, 

death rituals transform forest-related norms into stable institutions embedded in 

community governance. 

 

Taken together, burial practices, mourning restrictions, and ancestral prohibitions 

anchor forest-related norms across generations. Birth rituals establish initial 



attachments, marriage rituals extend these norms across households, and death rituals 

stabilize them by tying forest restraint to ancestry and long-term moral obligation. In 

this sense, death rituals represent the final and most durable stage in the life-cycle 

transmission of forest-related rules. 

 

3.Implications for Environmental Policy 

Understanding death rituals as mechanisms of forest regulation has important 

implications for environmental policy in Yi regions. Policies that treat forests as 

interchangeable ecological units risk overlooking burial forests and ancestral sites that 

are already subject to strict local protection. Land consolidation, logging permits, or 

infrastructure projects that encroach on burial forests may inadvertently undermine 

informal governance systems and provoke strong local resistance. 

 

Conversely, policies that recognize burial forests as culturally protected areas may 

benefit from existing systems of compliance and legitimacy. Incorporating burial 

forests into participatory mapping, land-use planning, and co-management frameworks 

offers a pathway toward culturally attuned conservation strategies. Such approaches 

acknowledge that environmental governance often predates the state and is embedded 

in ritual practices that continue to structure everyday behavior. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Section 4: Life-Cycle Rituals and the Governance of Forest Use 

I argue that birth, marriage, and death rituals among the Yi people together constitute a 

coherent life-cycle system through which forest-related norms are produced, expanded, 

and stabilized over time. Rather than operating as isolated cultural practices, these 

rituals form an integrated institutional sequence that regulates forest use across 

individual lives, households, kinship networks, and generations. When examined 

together, they reveal how environmentally consequential patterns of forest protection 

can emerge and persist without being articulated as environmental policy or enforced 

through formal regulation (Cleaver, 2012). 

 

Across the preceding sections, I have shown that birth rituals establish morally binding 

relationships between individuals and specific trees, marriage rituals extend forest-

related rules across households and kinship networks, and death rituals anchor these 

norms in ancestral authority and collective memory. In this section, I bring these strands 

together to demonstrate how ritual practices function as an informal system of 

environmental governance. This system operates through moral obligation, ritual 

authority, and social enforcement rather than through codified law, yet it produces 

durable and spatially extensive effects on forest use (Ostrom, 1990). 

 

In this analysis, life-cycle rituals refer to the culturally structured practices associated 

with birth, marriage, and death that mark major transitions in social life (Van Gennet, 

1998). Forest-related norms refer to shared expectations governing how trees and 

forested spaces may be used, avoided, or protected. Informal environmental governance 

refers to the regulation of environmental behavior through socially embedded 

institutions rather than through state policy or market mechanisms (Helmke, 2004). I 

argue that the Yi case demonstrates how such governance systems can be both robust 

and effective precisely because they are embedded in everyday social reproduction. 

 

1.The Lifecycle as a Governance Sequence 

Viewed together, Yi birth, marriage, and death rituals form a sequential governance 

structure that operates across the life course. Each ritual stage addresses a different 

social concern—health and protection at birth, alliance formation at marriage, and 

ancestral continuity at death—yet each also introduces or reinforces rules governing 

interactions with trees and forests. The cumulative effect is a layered system of 

regulation that constrains forest use at multiple scales, a pattern consistent with 

anthropological accounts of ritual as a mechanism of social ordering (Connerton, 1989). 

Birth rituals operate at the most intimate level of social life. By ritually linking a 

newborn child to a specific tree, they establish a personalized moral relationship that 

constrains how that tree may be treated. The immediate purpose of this practice is not 

environmental protection, but the safeguarding of the child’s health and well-being. 

Nevertheless, the result is the long-term preservation of individual trees through 

socially enforced prohibitions. Such prohibitions are internalized early in life and 

reinforced through kinship obligation, making them both durable and resistant to 



challenge (Singh et al., 2021). 

Marriage rituals extend this logic beyond the household. As shown in Section 2, 

marriage ceremonies relocate forest-related norms into the public domain of alliance 

formation and household establishment. Rules governing the selection and use of wood 

are publicly evaluated, discussed, and enforced. Through repeated ceremonies, these 

rules are transformed from family-specific obligations into shared social expectations. 

Marriage thus serves as a critical scaling mechanism, allowing forest-related norms 

established at birth to circulate across lineages and communities (Lévi-Strauss, 1969). 

Death rituals provide the final and most durable layer of this governance sequence. 

Burial practices and ancestral prohibitions anchor forest-related norms in long-term 

collective memory. Forested areas associated with graves and ancestral sites are 

rendered morally inviolable, often for generations. Unlike birth-related protections, 

which are tied to the lifespan of an individual, or marriage-related norms, which are 

reinforced through repeated alliances, burial forests persist even when genealogical 

knowledge fades. In this way, death rituals give forest-related norms exceptional 

temporal depth (Connerton, 1989). 

 

Together, these ritual stages form a governance sequence that regulates forest use from 

the scale of individual trees to landscape-level forest patches. Importantly, this sequence 

does not rely on centralized authority or explicit coordination. Instead, it emerges 

through the repeated performance of socially meaningful practices that are oriented 

toward reproduction, alliance, and remembrance. 

 

2.Norm Transmission, Enforcement, and Legitimacy 

A key feature of this life-cycle governance system is the way norms are transmitted and 

enforced. Unlike formal environmental regulations, which are often communicated 

through written rules and enforced through legal sanctions, ritual-based norms are 

learned through participation, observation, and repetition (Scott, 1998). Individuals 

encounter forest-related rules at multiple points in their lives, each time in a different 

social context and with a different moral framing. 

 

At birth, forest-related norms are encountered as matters of bodily vulnerability and 

kinship responsibility. At marriage, they are framed as conditions for social legitimacy 

and alliance stability. At death, they are presented as obligations to ancestors and 

collective memory. This repeated exposure ensures that forest-related norms are not 

perceived as arbitrary restrictions, but as integral components of moral life (Suchman, 

1995). 

 

Enforcement within this system is similarly distributed. Elders, ritual specialists, kin, 

and neighbors all play roles in monitoring behavior and intervening when norms are 

violated. Sanctions are primarily moral and reputational rather than legal. The fear of 

illness, misfortune, ritual failure, or ancestral displeasure serves as a powerful deterrent, 

often more effective than formal punishment (Singh et al., 2021). 

 



Crucially, this form of governance derives its legitimacy from its embedding in socially 

valued institutions. Birth, marriage, and death rituals are not optional activities; they 

are central to social recognition and belonging. As a result, the norms transmitted 

through these rituals carry a level of moral authority that is difficult for external 

interventions to replicate (Suchman, 1995). 

 

This legitimacy also explains the durability of ritual-based governance. Because forest-

related norms are tied to fundamental social processes, they are resistant to erosion even 

in the face of economic or political change. While specific practices may adapt over 

time, the underlying moral logic linking social life and forest restraint remains intact.  

 

3.Spatial Effects and Landscape-Level Outcomes 

Although life-cycle rituals operate through localized and socially specific practices, 

their cumulative effects are spatially extensive. Birth rituals protect individual trees. 

Marriage rituals shape patterns of wood selection and household construction. Death 

rituals preserve forested burial sites and ancestral groves. Together, these practices 

generate a mosaic of protected trees and forest patches embedded within broader 

landscapes of use, consistent with findings in political ecology regarding socially 

produced landscapes (Robbins, 2012). 

 

Importantly, these spatial effects are not planned or coordinated in the manner of formal 

conservation programs. There are no maps, boundaries, or management plans 

specifying which areas should be protected. Instead, protection emerges incrementally 

through the accumulation of ritual obligations attached to specific sites. Over time, 

these obligations produce recognizable patterns of forest retention and reduced 

disturbance. 

 

This pattern challenges conventional distinctions between “managed” and “unmanaged” 

forests. Burial forests and spirit trees are not managed in a technical sense, yet they are 

actively governed through social norms. Their persistence demonstrates that 

environmental governance can occur through mechanisms that are neither state-led nor 

market-based (Agrawal, 2005). 

 

The Yi case also highlights the importance of scale. Life-cycle rituals regulate forest 

use at multiple spatial levels simultaneously, from individual trees to clusters of burial 

forests. This multi-scalar governance is difficult to achieve through formal regulation 

alone, particularly in rural or mountainous regions where state capacity may be limited 

(Cash et al., 2006). 

 

4.Implications for Environmental Policy and Governance 

Understanding life-cycle rituals as a form of informal environmental governance has 

significant implications for environmental policy in Yi regions and similar contexts. 

Policies that treat forests as homogeneous ecological units risk overlooking the 

culturally differentiated landscapes through which forest use is regulated. Spirit trees, 



marriage-related wood classifications, and burial forests are embedded in distinct moral 

relationships that shape behavior in ways that formal categories often fail to capture (Li, 

2007). 

 

State-led interventions such as logging permits, land consolidation, or infrastructure 

development may inadvertently undermine existing governance systems if they fail to 

account for these ritual distinctions. Encroachment on burial forests or spirit trees can 

provoke strong local resistance not because of opposition to development per se, but 

because such actions violate deeply held moral obligations. 

 

At the same time, the Yi case suggests possibilities for more culturally attuned policy 

approaches. Participatory mapping of ritual trees and ancestral forests, recognition of 

culturally protected sites, and co-management frameworks that align formal regulation 

with local norms may enhance both policy legitimacy and effectiveness (Nadsat, 2007). 

Rather than replacing informal governance systems, such approaches can build upon 

them. 

 

More broadly, this analysis challenges the assumption that effective environmental 

governance must be explicit, centralized, and policy driven. The Yi case demonstrates 

that governance can be distributed, ritualized, and embedded in social life, yet still 

produce stable and conservation-relevant outcomes. Recognizing these systems 

requires expanding the analytical lens of environmental policy to include institutions 

that are often dismissed as “cultural” rather than “regulatory.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Section 5: Discussion and Theoretical Contributions 

This section discusses the theoretical contributions of this study to debates on 

environmental governance, institutions, and the role of culture in shaping human–

environment relations. Rather than treating the Yi case as a culturally specific 

illustration, I argue that it exposes key limitations in dominant analytical frameworks 

and offers conceptual tools for rethinking how environmental governance operates in 

practice. By foregrounding life-cycle rituals as governance institutions, this study 

contributes to a broader reconceptualization of governance that takes social 

reproduction, moral authority, and intergenerational continuity seriously. 

 

Across the preceding sections, I have demonstrated that birth, marriage, and death 

rituals among the Yi people systematically shape forest use through the production, 

scaling, and stabilization of forest-related norms. These practices perform core 

governance functions, including rule formation, enforcement, and legitimation, despite 

not being articulated as environmental policy. In what follows, I situate these findings 

within existing theoretical literatures and clarify how this study advances them. 

 

1.Rethinking Environmental Governance beyond the State–Market Binary 

Environmental governance is commonly conceptualized through a state–market binary, 

in which regulation is exercised either through formal state institutions or through 

market-based mechanisms such as incentives and property rights (Jordan et al., 2015). 

Informal institutions are often acknowledged within this literature, but they tend to be 

treated as secondary or residual, existing in the gaps left by formal governance rather 

than as governance systems. 

 

The Yi case challenges this framing. As shown in Sections 1–3, forest-related norms 

are neither state-imposed nor market-driven. Instead, they are embedded in ritual 

institutions tied to birth, marriage, and death. These institutions operate independently 

of formal policy, yet they generate stable and socially enforced constraints on forest use. 

Their effectiveness does not depend on state recognition or economic incentives, but 

on moral obligation and social authority. 

 

This finding aligns with and extends scholarship that has called for broader conceptions 

of governance beyond formal institutions (Cleaver, 2012). However, rather than 

focusing on informal rules as adaptive responses to governance gaps, this study shows 

that ritual institutions can constitute primary modes of governance. They do not merely 

supplement formal regulation; in many contexts, they precede it and continue to shape 

behavior regardless of policy intervention. By documenting how life-cycle rituals 

perform governance functions, this study expands the analytical space of environmental 

governance and challenges the assumption that governance necessarily originates with 

the state. 

 

2.Life-Cycle Rituals as Institutions of Social and Environmental Reproduction 



Anthropological scholarship has long emphasized ritual as a mechanism of social 

reproduction, through which individuals are incorporated into moral communities and 

social orders are reaffirmed (Turner, 1969). While this literature has richly analyzed 

symbolism and meaning, it has paid less attention to the regulatory effects of ritual 

practice on material behavior, particularly in relation to environmental use. 

 

This study contributes to this gap by conceptualizing life-cycle rituals as institutional 

mechanisms that regulate environmental behavior. Birth rituals embed forest-related 

norms now of social incorporation. Marriage rituals redistribute and publicly validate 

these norms across households and kinship networks. Death rituals stabilize them 

through ancestral authority and collective memory. Together, these practices form a 

structured institutional system that governs forest use across the life course. 

 

This perspective builds institutional theories that emphasize the role of social norms 

and shared understandings in shaping behavior (Levitsky, 2004), while extending them 

by foregrounding the life course as a key axis of institutional durability. Rather than 

being learned once and applied uniformly, forest-related norms are encountered 

repeatedly at different stages of life, each time framed within a distinct moral context. 

By highlighting this process, the study demonstrates how environmental norms become 

deeply internalized and resistant to erosion, even under conditions of economic or 

political change. 

 

In addition, this study contributes to institutional theory by foregrounding the 

sequencing of norm formation across the life course as an analytical dimension of 

governance. Existing work on informal institutions tends to emphasize origin, function, 

or enforcement mechanisms, often treating norms as relatively stable once established. 

The Yi case suggests a different dynamic. Forest-related norms are not learned once 

and then applied uniformly; instead, they are reintroduced, reframed, and reaffirmed at 

successive life stages, each time embedded in a distinct moral context. This sequential 

reinforcement enhances both internalization and durability. By encountering similar 

rules at birth, marriage, and death—yet under different forms of authority (kinship, 

alliance, ancestry)—individuals come to perceive these norms as integral to social life 

rather than as external constraints. This perspective highlights how governance can 

operate through temporal layering rather than through centralized coordination, 

offering a conceptual bridge between life-course theory and environmental governance. 

Attending to such sequencing helps explain why some informal institutions persist 

across generations even when formal regulatory environments change. 

 

3.Temporal Depth and Intergenerational Governance 

A central theoretical contribution of this study is its emphasis on temporal depth as a 

dimension of environmental governance. Much governance research focuses on spatial 

scale—local, regional, national, or global—while paying less attention to the temporal 

horizons through which norms persist (Cash et al., 2006). Formal policies are often 

evaluated on short- to medium-term cycles, such as project timelines or planning 



periods. 

Life-cycle rituals, by contrast, operate on generational timescales. Birth-related 

protections last for decades. Marriage-related norms circulate through successive 

alliances. Burial forests have persisted over centuries. These temporal dynamics align 

with anthropological insights into the role of ancestry and memory in structuring social 

obligation (Hertz, 1960). 

 

This temporal depth helps explain why ritual-based governance systems can be 

remarkably resilient. Because forest-related norms are tied to ancestry and social 

reproduction, abandoning them would require not just a change in incentives, but a 

reconfiguration of moral relationships. This challenges rational-choice models of 

institutional change that emphasize external shocks or cost–benefit calculations (Knight, 

1992). 

 

4.Legitimacy, Moral Authority, and Compliance 

Governance scholarship often assumes that compliance is primarily a function of 

enforcement capacity, monitoring, and incentive alignment (Ostrom, 1990). While 

these factors matter, the Yi case demonstrates that compliance can also be grounded in 

moral authority. 

 

Forest-related norms in Yi communities are enforced through fear of misfortune, 

concern for reputation, and respect for ritual specialists and elders. These mechanisms 

resonate with broader anthropological accounts of moral sanction and supernatural 

enforcement (Singh et al., 2021). Compliance is achieved not through coercion, but 

through alignment between environmental behavior and socially valued forms of 

personhood. 

 

This finding complicates instrumental models of governance by foregrounding 

legitimacy as a moral rather than legal concept (Suchman, 1995). Policies that fail to 

engage with existing sources of moral authority may struggle to achieve durable 

compliance, even when enforcement is strong. 

 

5.Reconceptualizing Informal Institutions 

In institutional theory, informal institutions are often defined in opposition to formal 

ones: unwritten rules that operate outside official frameworks (Levitsky, 2004). These 

binaries obscure important variation among informal institutions themselves. 

 

Life-cycle rituals differ from many informal norms in their durability, visibility, and 

moral weight. They are not flexible conventions or opportunistic arrangements; they 

are embedded in socially consequential events such as birth, marriage, and death. 

Labeling them simply as informal risks underestimating their governance capacity. 

 

Building on Cleaver’s concept of institutional bricolage (Cleaver, 2012), this study 

proposes understanding life-cycle rituals as embedded institutions: institutions that 



derive authority from social reproduction rather than formal recognition. This 

conceptualization allows for a more nuanced analysis of governance systems that 

operate alongside, and sometimes in tension with, formal policy. 

 

6.Implications for Comparative and Interdisciplinary Research 

Although this study focuses on Yi communities in southwest China, its theoretical 

contributions extend beyond this context. Comparative research has documented 

similar ritualized forms of environmental regulation among Indigenous and minority 

communities worldwide (Nadsat, 2007). The life-cycle framework developed here 

provides a tool for analyzing how such systems operate across different cultural settings. 

By examining how environmental norms are introduced, scaled, and stabilized across 

the life course, researchers can better understand why certain practices persist and how 

they interact with formal policy. This approach also encourages greater dialogue 

between anthropology, institutional theory, and environmental policy studies. 

 

Finally, it is important to acknowledge the limits of this analysis. Life-cycle ritual 

governance depends on the continued social relevance of ritual institutions and kinship 

structures. Where these institutions erode, ritual governance may weaken or transform. 

Moreover, ritual governance does not automatically produce environmentally benign 

outcomes in all contexts. Recognizing ritual institutions as governance mechanisms 

does not imply that they should replace formal regulation. Rather, it underscores the 

need for theoretical frameworks capable of accounting for multiple, overlapping 

systems of governance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Conclusion 

This study has argued that forest governance in Yi communities cannot be adequately 

understood through the lens of formal policy, administrative regulation, or market-

based incentives alone. By examining birth, marriage, and death rituals as 

interconnected institutions across the life course, the analysis has demonstrated that 

forest-related norms are produced, expanded, and stabilized through culturally 

embedded practices that operate independently of explicit environmental policy. Taken 

together, these findings challenge dominant assumptions about where governance 

resides, how it functions, and what makes it effective. 

 

Rather than treating ritual practices as symbolic expressions or cultural background, 

this study has shown that they perform core governance functions: defining rules of use 

and avoidance, authorizing intervention, enforcing compliance, and legitimizing 

restraint. These functions are carried out through moral obligation, ritual authority, and 

collective monitoring rather than through codified law or bureaucratic enforcement. 

The result is a durable system of informal environmental governance that regulates 

forest use across individuals, households, communities, and generations. 

 

A central conclusion of this study is that environmental governance in Yi regions is 

deeply embedded in processes of social reproduction. Birth rituals link individual lives 

to specific trees, marriage rituals scale forest-related norms across kinship networks, 

and death rituals anchor these norms in ancestral authority and collective memory. 

Governance, in this sense, is not an external intervention imposed upon society, but an 

emergent property of how society reproduces itself over time. 

 

This life-cycle perspective reframes environmental governance as a temporal process 

rather than a static institutional arrangement. Forest-related norms are not simply 

adopted or rejected; they are encountered repeatedly at different moments of life, each 

time embedded in a distinct moral context. This repeated exposure generates legitimacy 

and durability that formal policies often struggle to achieve. 

 

By foregrounding social reproduction, the study contributes to a growing body of 

scholarship that calls for greater attention to the everyday institutions through which 

environmental behavior is regulated. It also suggests that governance effectiveness 

cannot be evaluated solely through short-term policy outcomes but must be assessed in 

relation to longer-term moral and social processes. 

 

The findings of this study carry important implications for environmental policy in Yi 

regions and comparable contexts. Policies that conceptualize forests as homogeneous 

ecological units risk overlooking the culturally differentiated landscapes through which 

forest use is governed. Spirit trees, marriage-related wood classifications, and burial 

forests are not marginal or symbolic features of the landscape; they are central nodes of 

governance embedded in moral relationships. 



 

State-lead interventions such as logging permits, land consolidation programs, or 

infrastructure development may inadvertently undermine existing governance systems 

if they fail to recognize these distinctions. Conflicts arising from such interventions are 

often misinterpreted as resistance to development or lack of environmental awareness, 

when in fact they reflect violations of deeply held moral obligations. 

 

At the same time, this study suggests opportunities for more effective and socially 

grounded policy approaches. Recognizing ritual landscapes as governance spaces—

through participatory mapping, culturally informed land-use planning, or co-

management arrangements—can enhance policy legitimacy and compliance. Rather 

than replacing informal governance systems, formal policy can build upon them, 

aligning administrative objectives with existing moral frameworks. 

 

Another key conclusion concerns the concept of informal governance itself. The Yi case 

demonstrates that informal institutions should not be understood merely as residual or 

supplementary to formal regulation. Life-cycle rituals are not weak substitutes for 

policy; they are robust institutions with their own sources of authority, enforcement, 

and legitimacy. 

 

This insight calls for a reorientation in how informal governance is theorized and 

operationalized in policy research. Rather than asking how informal institutions can be 

“integrated into” formal systems, it may be more productive to ask how formal policy 

interacts with, supports, or disrupts governance systems that already exist. 

 

Such a reorientation has implications beyond the Yi context. Many Indigenous and 

minority communities worldwide regulate environmental behavior through institutions 

tied to kinship, ritual, and ancestry. Treating these institutions as obstacles rather than 

assets limits the effectiveness of environmental governance and risks eroding socially 

legitimate systems of restraint. 

 

While this study has focused on Yi communities in southwest China, its contributions 

extend to broader debates in environmental governance, political ecology, and 

anthropology. By demonstrating how life-cycle rituals function as governance 

institutions, the analysis offers a framework for identifying similar mechanisms in other 

cultural contexts. 

 

Future research could build on this framework by examining how life-cycle governance 

systems interact with rapid socio-economic change, migration, or state-led 

development initiatives. Comparative studies could explore whether similar patterns of 

norm transmission and stabilization operate in other societies where ritual remains 

central to social life. 

 

At the policy level, further work is needed to translate insights from culturally 



embedded governance systems into practical design principles without reducing them 

to static “traditions.” Such efforts require institutional humility and sustained 

engagement with local moral worlds. 

 

This study has argued that effective environmental governance does not always begin 

with policy, nor does it require explicit environmental intent. In Yi communities, 

governance emerges through rituals that organize life, death, and social continuity. By 

taking these practices seriously as institutions rather than as cultural residues, this 

analysis expands the conceptual boundaries of environmental governance and 

highlights the importance of socially embedded forms of authority. 

 

Recognizing life-cycle rituals as governance mechanisms does not diminish the role of 

the state. Instead, it points toward a more pluralistic understanding of governance—one 

that acknowledges the coexistence of multiple systems of regulation and the need for 

policy approaches that engage with, rather than override, the moral foundations of 

environmental behavior. 
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