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From the Li People to the Li Ethnicity: A Reflection of the

Ethnography in the Five-Finger Mountains of Hainan Island
He Xi

( Department of History, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong, China)

Abstract: Social and historical surveys were carried out among the Li (%¢) people in Hainan Island ( ¥ Fd
5%) as part of the process of ethnic identification. From the 1950s, many surveys were conducted. These
surveys focused on two aspects: Firstly, the Li population was divided into a number of clans based on their
dialects; and secondly, a special tillage system was discovered in some villages which scholars referred to as
“collective tillage system” (5 Hi ). In tracing the history of the Li people in the Five-Finger Mountains ( i
$g1l1) , this essay finds out that the transformation from swidden farming to paddy farming took place from the
time when Feng Zicai (/31 #4) led the people in “building roads” in the mountainous areas. This process
was related to the changes in the power structure of the Li ethnic group. Subsequently, missionaries,
ethnographers and government officials of the Republic of China initiated the process of identification and
classification of the Li people as an ethnicity. Such historical events as the War of Resistance against Japan
and the Baisha Uprising ( H VP2 ) led by Wang Guoxing ( £ [E %) in 1943, also influenced the
understanding of the collective tillage system of the Li ethnic society in the academic context and the practice
of social transformation.

Key words: ethnic identification, collective tillage system (& Hifil), Li Ethnicity (ZZJ%)
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