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Becoming through Li Brocade: Embodied Practice of Li Weavers on Hainan Island

Abstract:

Hainan Island is a significant region in China for its ecological and cultural diversity, and the
Li people are one of its indigenous ethnic groups. Through long-term interactions with tools,
materials, and the natural environment, Li women have developed a series of practices related
to Li brocade, including spinning, dyeing, weaving, and embroidery. These everyday practices
surrounding Li brocade have also shaped the unique embodied knowledge and creativity of
Li weavers. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork, this article focuses on three Li weavers who
have been active since the 1980s, each following a different occupational trajectory: a state-
employed worker, a private entrepreneur, and a rural gig laborer. The study finds that their
embodied knowledge and creative expressions have taken diverse forms within institutional
frameworks such as national image-making, tourism development, and the fashion industry.
These processes of becoming encompass not only top-down bodily discipline and the
suppression of creativity, but also the spontaneous emergence of subjectivity and embodied
resistance during contemporary social transformations.
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