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FOREWORD

The nationality issue is an important one in China’s socialist construction. In the new century, it is our
historical responsibilities to augment inter—ethnic unity and quicken the development of ethnic minorities
and their regions.

To do a good job in this aspect in the new era, it is essential to prompt economic and social development,
improve education and eliminate poverty and illiteracy.

Long history and special ethnic life-styles and customs have nourished abundant cultural resources in
China’s ethnic regions. To explore these cultural resources and develop economies with ethnic characteristics,
we must find the best point linking culture with economics. Meanwhile, we should combine the work of
inheriting ethnic cultures with that of absorbing the best of other advanced cultures so as to achieve cultural
prosperity, social civilization and sustainable development in minority regions.

The Li ethnic group, one of China’s largest minorities in population, mainly inhabits Hainan Island, the
second largest island in China. In a long historical process of development, the Li people have created
unique and excellent cultures of spinning, costumes and single-log crafts, to name a few. Their delicate and
unsophisticated brocade, in particular, has great artistic charm and is a pearl in China’s cultural treasure
house.

To explore, study and develop the group’s traditional cultural resources is of great significance to
accelerate the development of the minority-inhabited areas in the center of Hainan Province and to achieve
the goal of the tenth Five-year Plan.

The documentary book Traditional Culture of Li Ethnic Group, compiled by Wang Xueping, truthfully
reflects the historical ups and downs of the group’s culture. The book, with beautiful words and pictures, not
only introduces the charming silhouettes of their ancestors to Li’s coming generations, but also contributes
to the enrichment of China’s national culture. It serves as a window for people to comprehensively under—
stand the traditional culture of the Li group. Its publication is not only of great academic value to prompt the
study of the Li culture but also of realistic significance to promote the across—the—board progress of the Li
community.

I hope that the book will lead to the emergence of more works that is more profound on the group’s
civilization. I believe that exploration of Li’ s cultural resources would boost economic, social and cultural

development in the ethnic areas of Hainan Province.

Du Qinglin
April 9, 2001
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PREBEACE

The culture of the Li ethnic group has stood prominent in the centuries-long Chinese civilization and
added a magnificent section to it. At the beginning of the 21st century, we are honored to present the book—
-Traditional Culture of Li Ethnic Group —- to readers as a gift.

[ grew up on the bank of the Changhua River at the foot of Wuzhi Mountain, which cradles the Li
group. In my childhood, I bathed in the refreshing mountain wind and diversified traditional culture of the
Li people. The beautiful landscape, simple folkway and unique life style of the Li people will be forever in
my mind.

Culture itself is a kind of accumulation, and its characteristics took shape in a long process of evolution.
The Li culture can be divided into three categories: material culture, symbolic culture and concept culture.

Material culture includes architecture, costumes and daily utensils. Examples are boat-shaped houses,
spinning techniques, brocade costumes, tattoo designs of dots and lines, single-log wares combining art with
practicality, and archaic potteries that are still made and used by the Li people. The Li medicine with
southern characteristics and the age—old plantation of shanlan (mountain paddy) also belong to material
culture. All these materials reflect the Li people’s specific life styles and ethnic characteristics.

Symbolic culture is composed of tales and ballads, music and dances, etiquette and customs. The Li
people’s virtues of simplicity, optimism, and steadfastness are incarnated by these symbols.

Concept culture directly expresses the group’s ideological values, ethics and faith, which penetrate all
aspects of their culture, reflects the depth of it and represents the Li people’s national dignity.

The Li people are honest, hardworking and steadfast. Their tradition of adoring the old and young,
solidarity and hospitality, is a propelling force to hearten national spirits within the group and a virtue in
coexisting with other nationalities.

The Li culture has taken shape in the special natural environment and historical conditions of Hainan
Island, the second largest island in China. In the course of cultural exchanges with Central China dating back
to the Qin and Han dynasties, the Li culture has three characteristics: uniqueness, compatibility and diversity.

As an island ethnic group, Li has a culture which is different from that of other minorities living in the
border areas of China. Its simple, pragmatic, broad and profound culture is a result of the combination of
mountain and oceanic civilizations. It is compatible because the group has a long history of communications
with the outside world, learning from and absorbing advanced cultures of all kinds. Geographical and
language diversity resulted in the cultural diversification.

Clearly, the book displays the unique and splendid traditional culture of the Li group. For instance, their
hand-made textiles became well-known in the Song Dynasty for its excellent techniques, vivid colors,

unique designs and wide varieties. Now the Li flowery costumes are still as magnificent as they were before.




%

With a variety of laces and patterns, their costumes are glittering gems in the Chinese treasure house
of clothing.

Tattoo is a beauty carved in the skin, a history written on the human body and a flag showing their
ethnic origin. Tattooing, a splendid cultural phenomenon in the Li history, is a heritage and spread of an
archaic civilization. It was an aggregate symbol of cohesive force, rallying point and strong vitality.

Their traditional costumes and tattoos, which are the main topic of this book, mirror their social life and
history and they are the core and carrier of their culture.

We also take a large space in the book to introduce their farming culture, such as the plantation of
mountain paddy and the farming method of trampling the field by a buffalo, their weaving handicrafts of all
shapes of vine,bamboo and grass baskets and single—log wares.

However, as social productivity advances, living standard improves and cultures mix together, the
diversity of the Li culture is vanishing. Women with tattoos that we see today are over 60 years old or in their
70s and 80s. The culture is on the verge of extinction. What we want to do here is to protect the fine
traditional culture of the Li group.

We compiled the book for the purpose of salvage, study and development of the Li traditional culture.
We also want to highlight the theme of unity, progress and civilization on the basis of respecting history and
reality, discarding the dross and selecting the essential, and amplifying its development. The book, with
captioned pictures, records the colorful culture and social life of the Li people. The cultural phenomenon in
this book had been formed over hundreds, even thousands, of years. Most of them do not exist any more.
The main purpose of publishing this book is to inherit and protect the Li culture, and contribute to the
advancement of the Chinese national culture in the 21st century.

The study of the Li traditional culture is a profound topic. A lot more need to be further studied,
discussed or explored. As the construction of socialist modernization in China goes forward, we need to
collect and sort out new materials about the progress of the Li culture. Due to the limit of our research, it is

hard to avoid missing pearls. We sincerely welcome criticism from all readers and researchers.

Wang Xueping
March 15, 2001
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