
Making Futures: 2024 – Volume 9  Arts University Plymouth, Plymouth, UK 
Beyond Objects: Materiality at the Edge of Making 

1 
 

 

        
 
 

Exploring the Allure of Mud-Dye: An Interview with 
Artisan JianPing Xiang on Sustainable Practices 
 

Yan Feng 
i-DAT, University of Plymouth, Drake Circus, Plymouth 
yan.feng@plymouth.ac.uk 
 
Abstract: This paper investigates sustainable practices embedded in traditional mud-dyeing 
through a case study of JianPing Xiang, a master artisan from Hunan Province, China. The 
study examines how this ancient craft—relying on locally sourced materials like mud and 
plant leaves—can adapt to address contemporary environmental challenges while preserving 
cultural heritage. Framed by the research question, “How can traditional mud-dyeing 
practices contribute to sustainable development within the textile industry?” this study 
presents key insights into the environmental and socio-economic benefits of mud-dyeing, 
derived from hands-on participation and an in-depth interview with Xiang. The research 
identifies several core sustainability principles within Xiang’s methods, such as closed-loop 
systems, efficient resource management, and waste minimization, which align with global 
sustainability frameworks like the circular economy and bio-based production. By embodying 
these principles, mud-dyeing serves as an accessible, low-impact alternative to industrial 
dyeing, reducing dependence on synthetic chemicals and lowering carbon emissions. The 
real-world applications of these practices extend beyond environmental advantages; mud-
dyeing fosters socio-economic empowerment within artisan communities, particularly 
benefiting local women by creating sustainable livelihoods and reinforcing community 
resilience. Xiang envisions expanding this practice to global markets, aiming to meet modern 
demands without compromising traditional methods. Her approach underscores the 
adaptability of traditional crafts in advancing sustainable textile design. Aligned with the 
conference theme, “Optimizing Craft Techniques for Sustainable Alternatives to Extractive 
Practices,” this study highlights mud-dyeing as a viable model for merging traditional 
wisdom with contemporary sustainability, advocating for its broader potential to foster a 
more mindful, culturally embedded, and environmentally responsible textile industry. 
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Introduction 

The global textile industry is under increasing pressure to adopt sustainable practices due to 
its significant environmental impact, with consumer demand and regulations advocating for 
reduced water usage, chemical waste, and emissions. To address these challenges, 
frameworks such as the circular economy, cradle-to-cradle principles, and bio-based 
production methods are gaining traction for their resource efficiency. Traditional techniques, 
such as mud-dyeing, offer a compelling alternative to resource-intensive modern practices 
by utilizing natural, locally sourced materials and incorporating closed-loop systems. This 
study addresses a gap in sustainable textile practices by examining how traditional mud-
dyeing, as practiced by JianPing Xiang, can promote environmental sustainability and 
empower communities. While contemporary approaches often prioritize industrial solutions, 
this research underscores the advantages of a culturally embedded, craft-based approach to 
sustainability, highlighting low-impact methods, biodegradable materials, and community 
resilience. Xiang’s mud-dyeing techniques exemplify how heritage crafts can integrate 
principles of resource conservation and socio-economic empowerment, bridging traditional 
knowledge with modern sustainability needs. Additionally, this study builds on research by 
Fletcher (2014), Clark (2008), and the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2017), which advocate for 
sustainable, slow fashion and bio-based production. However, while these frameworks 
emphasize low-impact design, they often overlook traditional, craft-based practices. By 
positioning mud-dyeing as a viable and scalable model, this study emphasizes its ecological, 
economic, and cultural advantages, promoting more sustainable and culturally mindful 
practices within the textile industry. Figure 1 and Figure 2 present the theoretical models of 
circular economy, cradle-to-cradle. 

 

Fig 1. EEA (2024) The circular economy concept.  
Source: https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/capturing-the-climate-change-mitigation 
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Fig 2. Wikipedia (2024) Framework of Cradle-to-Cradle Design 
Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cradle-to-cradle_design 

Mud-Dyeing as a Sustainable Practice – Insights from JianPing Xiang  

Overview of the Mud-Dye Process 

JianPing Xiang’s mud-dyeing process is deeply rooted in traditional methods passed down 
through generations in rural Hunan. As a dedicated artisan, Xiang has not only preserved 
these methods but also refined and adapted them to meet contemporary sustainability 
standards. To gather insights into Xiang's techniques, this study employed a combination of 
interviews, fieldwork, and collaborative workshops to closely document her process. By 
observing Xiang in her natural environment and engaging in hands-on dyeing activities, the 
study captured both the technical intricacies and the cultural depth of her craft. Xiang 
explained that her mud-dyeing process begins with the careful selection of natural materials, 
such as plant leaves and local soil, which form the foundation of the dye (Xiang, 2024). These 
materials are boiled to extract natural pigments, and the dye mixture is crafted by blending 
plant compounds with the unique mineral composition of the local mud. This non-corrosive 
and non-toxic approach ensure minimal environmental impact, contrasting sharply with 
industrial chemical dyes known for causing significant soil and water pollution. 

One methodological challenge in this research was capturing the full depth of Xiang’s 
closed-loop recycling process, where each batch of mud is reused, enhancing the bio-
properties of the materials over time. To address this, multiple site visits and follow-up 
interviews were conducted to track how the mud’s properties evolved with each reuse, 
thereby adding reliability to the observations. After dyeing, fabrics are immersed in the mud 
for several hours to absorb pigments fully, followed by thorough washing and drying. Xiang’s 
commitment to ecological conservation through local materials and traditional knowledge 
illustrates the viability of mud-dyeing as a sustainable alternative to industrial dyeing 
processes, reinforcing its relevance in modern sustainable design. Reflecting on the 
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limitations, the study encountered challenges in documenting all variables within Xiang’s 
natural and seasonal cycles, such as variations in mud properties due to weather changes. 
These factors, while difficult to control, add authenticity to the findings and emphasize the 
importance of localized environmental factors in sustainable craft practices. This investigation 
into Xiang’s mud-dyeing methods underscores how traditional crafts can be reimagined to 
align with global sustainability goals, preserving both environmental health and cultural 
heritage (Xiang, 2024). Figure 3 displays the basic progress of mud-dyeing in Xiang’s studio. 

 

Fig 3. Yan Feng (no date) Mud-dyeing Process Flowchart 

Sustainability Principles in Mud-Dyeing 

Based on insights gathered through interviews, fieldwork, and collaborative workshops with 
JianPing Xiang (Xiang, 2024), this study explores her approach to mud-dyeing, which 
emphasizes sustainability through eco-friendly techniques rooted in traditional 
craftsmanship. To capture the nuances of Xiang's methods, interviews were conducted to 
understand her philosophical approach to sustainable practices, while field observations and 
collaborative workshops provided a closer examination of her dyeing process in action. By 
actively participating in the workshops, the study documented firsthand the steps and 
techniques used by Xiang, capturing both practical applications and cultural context. Xiang 
highlights the importance of selecting natural materials, such as plant leaves and local soil, 
which are carefully boiled to extract pigments that form the foundation of her dye. By 
utilizing locally sourced resources, she avoids harmful synthetic chemicals, promoting a non-
toxic, non-corrosive process that minimizes environmental impact. A key aspect of her 
practice is the closed-loop recycling of the mud used in the dyeing process; rather than 
depleting resources, she continuously reuses the same mud, enhancing its bio-properties 
over time. This reflects her commitment to sustainable land and resource management. 

Documenting the intricacies of Xiang’s closed-loop recycling process posed a 
methodological challenge, as the properties of the mud and pigments evolve subtly over 
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multiple uses. To address this, follow-up interviews and repeat field visits were conducted to 
observe gradual changes and validate findings, thereby enhancing the reliability of the data. 

Xiang further explains how fabrics absorb the natural pigments after soaking in the mud for 
several hours, followed by washing and drying—a traditional technique that produces 
vibrant, durable textiles without the environmental harm associated with industrial dyeing 
processes. Xiang’s philosophy canters on maintaining ecological balance, respecting natural 
resources, and preserving the integrity of her craft. Her dedication to sustainable practices 
not only aligns with global sustainability goals, such as responsible consumption and 
production (SDG 12), but also ensures her methods remain relevant to today’s environmental 
challenges. Reflecting on limitations, this study encountered seasonal and environmental 
variations, such as changes in mud composition due to weather conditions. These variables, 
while difficult to control, add authenticity to the findings and underscore the importance of 
environmental adaptation in sustainable craft practices. Xiang’s work fosters a meaningful 
connection between traditional knowledge and modern sustainability, illustrating how 
ancient practices can adapt to contemporary needs while preserving cultural heritage (Xiang, 
2024). 

Xiang’s Vision of Sustainability 

JianPing Xiang's vision of sustainability is deeply influenced by her personal experiences and 
long-standing commitment to eco-friendly practices in the traditional craft of mud-dyeing. 
For Xiang, sustainability is not merely a trend but an essential part of her philosophy, rooted 
in respect for natural resources and a commitment to minimizing environmental harm. In her 
interview, Xiang emphasizes the importance of using non-toxic, non-corrosive materials in 
her dyeing process, which contrasts sharply with the environmental damage often caused by 
industrial dyeing methods. Her approach prioritizes a closed-loop system, closely aligned 
with circular economy principles, where resources like mud are continuously recycled to 
enhance their bio-properties and promote long-term sustainability (Xiang, 2024). Xiang’s 
methods also embody bio-based production by relying on renewable, locally sourced 
organic materials. This alignment with global sustainability trends demonstrates how 
traditional craft methods, such as mud-dyeing, can serve as viable, low-impact alternatives to 
synthetic, resource-intensive practices. By using materials like plant leaves and local soil, 
Xiang’s mud-dyeing offers a model that reduces reliance on synthetic chemicals and 
supports regional economies, addressing the global call for sustainable textile manufacturing 
practices that reduce carbon emissions and environmental harm. 

Additionally, Xiang highlights the critical role of traditional knowledge in promoting 
ecological balance. By adhering to time-honoured methods and sourcing materials locally, 
she aims to preserve the environment while maintaining the cultural heritage of mud-dyeing. 
Her practices not only minimize waste but also ensure that land and resources are used 
sustainably, making her approach a practical solution to current environmental challenges in 
the textile industry. The focus on recycling and bio-based materials offers a practical, scalable 
model that contrasts with the wasteful and environmentally harmful practices of industrial 
textile dyeing. For Xiang, sustainability encompasses more than environmental aspects—it 
includes social responsibility as well. Her work provides economic support to local artisans, 
particularly women, fostering community growth alongside environmental stewardship. This 
holistic view of sustainability, integrating environmental, social, and cultural dimensions, 
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reflects Xiang’s dedication to a practice that honours the past while addressing the pressing 
ecological challenges of the present. Her approach illustrates how traditional crafts can fit 
into, and even challenge, modern sustainability movements, such as the circular economy 
and bio-based production, by offering practical, low-impact alternatives that are adaptable 
and rooted in cultural heritage (Xiang, 2024). 

Environmental Engineering and Resource Management in Mud-Dyeing  

Land and Resource Management Techniques 

JianPing Xiang's approach to environmental engineering and resource management in mud-
dyeing reflects a profound commitment to sustainability. Through interviews, fieldwork, and 
collaborative workshops with Xiang (Xiang, 2024), this study explored the intricacies of her 
methods. These interactions provided a firsthand look into her carefully crafted resource 
management techniques, which ensure that the dyeing process remains both eco-friendly 
and efficient. A key feature of her approach is the closed-loop system embedded in her 
dyeing process, where natural materials, such as plant leaves and mud, are continuously 
recycled. Rather than discarding the mud after each use, Xiang reintegrates it into the fields 
to support crop growth, including rice. This practice not only prevents resource depletion but 
also enriches the soil, replenishing essential elements such as iron through the natural 
decomposition of plant roots (Xiang, 2024). Documenting these cyclical processes presented 
methodological challenges, particularly in tracking the nutrient effects on the soil over time. 
Multiple site visits and repeated observations were conducted to monitor the soil's gradual 
enrichment, strengthening the study’s reliability. Xiang also emphasizes the critical role of 
water as a resource in her system. The water used in dyeing is collected in a pond, where 
natural filtration and sedimentation processes allow for repeated reuse, eliminating the need 
for chemical treatments. This approach conserves water, reduces waste, and further 
minimizes the environmental impact of her mud-dyeing practice (Xiang, 2024). 

By integrating these sustainable land and resource management techniques, Xiang has 
created a self-sustaining, ecologically balanced system that aligns with her vision of minimal 
environmental impact. Her methods not only preserve local natural resources but also serve 
as a model for sustainable craft practices that can be applied more broadly, merging 
traditional knowledge with modern ecological principles. Challenges encountered in 
documenting Xiang’s closed-loop techniques, such as seasonal variations in water quality 
and mud composition, were addressed through consistent observation and adaptive data 
collection methods, which added depth to the study's findings. Xiang’s practices offer a 
valuable blueprint for sustainable development in traditional crafts and demonstrate the 
potential of artisanal methods in promoting ecological balance (Xiang, 2024).Figure 4 shows 
how Xiang’s closed loop system concepts reflect in her studio. 
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Fig 4. Yan Feng (no date) Schematic of Xiang's Studio's closed loop system. 

Environmental Benefits of Mud-Dye 

Xiang highlights the numerous environmental benefits of the mud-dyeing process, 
emphasizing its alignment with eco-friendly practices and sustainability principles. A key 
advantage of mud-dyeing lies in its reliance on natural materials and the closed-loop system 
that Xiang has established. Unlike synthetic dyes, which often contribute significantly to 
environmental degradation, mud-dyeing utilizes locally sourced resources such as plant 
leaves and soil, recycling these elements continuously to minimize waste. In alignment with 
circular economy principles, the mud used in the dyeing process is not discarded; instead, it 
is returned to the fields, enriching the soil with essential minerals like iron and supporting 
agricultural growth, thus preserving the ecological balance of the land (Xiang, 2024). In 
addition to soil enhancement, water management is central to Xiang's sustainable practices. 
The water used in the dyeing process is filtered and reused, reducing the overall 
consumption of fresh water. This approach not only minimizes environmental impact but 
also conserves vital water resources, particularly in regions facing water scarcity. Xiang’s 
method of filtering and reusing water reflects a commitment to resource efficiency, a 
cornerstone of both circular economy and bio-based production models. By integrating 
these principles, her mud-dyeing process offers a sustainable alternative to resource-
intensive industrial dyeing, which often contributes to environmental pollution and waste. 

Xiang views mud-dyeing as a harmonious interaction between nature and craft, allowing 
artisans to create textiles while preserving the environment's integrity. Through her focus on 
locally sourced, renewable materials, Xiang’s practices embody bio-based production 
principles by reducing reliance on synthetic chemicals and minimizing carbon emissions 
associated with transporting raw materials. This locally adapted, low-impact model addresses 
some of the most pressing environmental challenges in textile manufacturing today, offering 
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a practical solution for sustainable textile production that supports both regional economies 
and ecological health. By implementing these environmentally conscious methods, Xiang 
demonstrates how traditional craft techniques can contribute to broader sustainability 
efforts. Her practices showcase the potential for eco-friendly alternatives to industrial 
processes, reducing environmental harm while preserving cultural heritage and fostering 
sustainable development within local communities. Xiang’s work not only exemplifies the 
integration of traditional knowledge with modern sustainability movements but also 
challenges the textile industry to consider scalable, sustainable practices grounded in 
ecological and cultural responsibility (Xiang, 2024). 

Alignment with Broader Sustainability Movements 

JianPing Xiang’s environmental strategies, as shared during her interview, align closely with 
global sustainability goals, particularly those focused on resource conservation, ecological 
balance, and community well-being. Her closed-loop system in mud-dyeing, where materials 
such as mud and plant-based elements are recycled and reused, exemplifies her commitment 
to SDG1 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production). By continuously recycling the mud 
used in the dyeing process, Xiang minimizes waste and enhances soil fertility, supporting 
sustainable agriculture in the region and aligning with circular economy principles that 
prioritize resource efficiency and the continuous use of materials (Xiang, 2024). 

Additionally, Xiang’s water management techniques—where water used in dyeing is filtered 
and reused—address broader concerns about water scarcity, aligning with SDG 6 (Clean 
Water and Sanitation). She emphasizes that water is a precious resource, especially in regions 
with limited access, and her efficient use of water reflects a commitment to sustainable 
freshwater management. This approach not only conserves water but also demonstrates how 
traditional craft practices can be adapted to address modern water scarcity concerns, 
offering practical applications for resource management in textile production (Xiang, 2024). 
Xiang’s practices also contribute to SDG 13 (Climate Action) by reducing the carbon footprint 
commonly associated with industrial dyeing. Through her use of locally sourced materials like 
plant leaves and minerals from mud, she avoids emissions linked to the transportation and 
production of synthetic dyes and chemicals, illustrating a bio-based production model that 
relies on renewable, biodegradable materials. This approach not only lowers emissions but 
also supports local economies by sourcing materials regionally, reinforcing the socio-
economic sustainability central to bio-based production. Furthermore, Xiang’s practices 
contribute to SDG 15 (Life on Land) by protecting ecosystems from pollutants. By utilizing 
natural, non-toxic materials and maintaining environmental harmony, she helps sustain 
biodiversity and promote long-term ecological health. Her emphasis on ecological balance 
demonstrates how natural dyes, rooted in traditional techniques, can provide sustainable, 
low-impact alternatives that challenge the harmful environmental practices of conventional 
textile manufacturing (Xiang, 2024). 
                                                
1 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a set of 17 global goals established by the United Nations in 
2015 as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. These goals aim to address urgent global 
challenges, including poverty, inequality, climate change, environmental degradation, peace, and justice. The 
SDGs are intended to guide countries and organizations worldwide toward achieving a sustainable future for all, 
with specific targets and indicators for progress. 
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Through these efforts, Xiang illustrates how traditional craftsmanship can be reimagined to 
align with, and even challenge, modern sustainability movements such as the circular 
economy and bio-based production. Her approach to mud-dyeing offers a scalable, low-
impact model for the textile industry that integrates ecological conservation with cultural 
heritage. By addressing key environmental challenges in textile manufacturing, her methods 
provide a blueprint for sustainable production that prioritizes resource efficiency, reduces 
carbon emissions, and supports biodiversity, showcasing the potential of traditional crafts to 
meet contemporary sustainability goals (Xiang, 2024). 

The Circular Economy and Bio-Based Production 

The circular economy model, which prioritizes the continuous use of resources through 
recycling, reuse, and waste minimization, is increasingly recognized as a foundational 
framework for sustainable development (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). This model aims 
to extend product lifecycles, reduce resource extraction, and minimize environmental impact 
by creating closed-loop systems where materials are continuously repurposed. To examine 
how these principles apply in traditional craft contexts, this study utilized interviews, 
fieldwork, and collaborative workshops with mud-dyeing artisan JianPing Xiang. These 
methods provided insight into her sustainable techniques and how they align with circular 
economy principles, particularly in her approach to recycling natural materials like mud and 
plant-based dyes. 

Instead of discarding materials after each dyeing cycle, Xiang reintegrates the enriched mud 
back into agricultural fields, where it aids soil regeneration and supports crop growth. This 
not only reduces waste but also enhances soil health, illustrating how circular practices can 
effectively be integrated into traditional craft settings. A challenge in capturing the effects of 
these practices on soil regeneration over time was addressed by conducting multiple site 
visits and gathering observational data on crop growth and soil quality, which strengthened 
the study’s reliability. In addition to circular economy principles, the concept of bio-based 
production—using renewable, organic materials for manufacturing—has gained traction as a 
way to reduce reliance on synthetic chemicals and petroleum-based products (Kumar and 
Yadav, 2020). Bio-based production reduces carbon emissions and promotes locally sourced, 
biodegradable resources. Xiang’s use of natural materials, such as plant leaves and local soil, 
in her mud-dyeing exemplifies this approach. Her reliance on locally available organic 
compounds aligns with global efforts to reduce transportation emissions and support 
regional economies, making her practice both environmentally friendly and socio-
economically sustainable. Xiang’s methods also contribute to broader sustainability goals, 
such as those outlined in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
particularly SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and SDG 13 (Climate Action). 
Her commitment to using non-toxic materials and minimizing water waste reflects a shift 
towards responsible production processes that emphasize environmental stewardship. 
Documenting Xiang's process posed challenges due to seasonal and environmental factors, 
such as variations in the availability and quality of raw materials. These challenges were 
mitigated through adaptive data collection and seasonal observations, adding depth and 
reliability to the findings. 

By integrating these broader sustainability concepts into her work, Xiang demonstrates how 
traditional craft methods can effectively address contemporary environmental challenges, 
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bridging the gap between ancient knowledge and modern sustainability. Her practices offer 
a practical, locally adapted model that aligns with the principles of the circular economy and 
bio-based production, serving as a valuable example in the global pursuit of sustainable 
development (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017; Kumar and Yadav, 2020). 

Cultural and Socio-Economic Impact of Mud-Dye  

Cultural Significance of Mud-Dye in Hunan Province 

The cultural significance of mud-dyeing in Hunan is deeply embedded in local traditions and 
personal identity, as highlighted by JianPing Xiang in her interview with interviewer Yan Feng, 
the author herself. For Xiang, mud-dyeing represents far more than a craft; it is a symbol of 
cultural continuity passed down through generations in the rural communities of Hunan. This 
ancient technique, which relies on natural materials like mud and plant leaves, serves not 
only as a practical dyeing method but also as a vessel for preserving the values and wisdom 
of her ancestors, reflecting the rich cultural heritage of the region (Xiang, 2024). 

Xiang’s dedication to preserving this traditional craft demonstrates her strong personal 
connection to mud-dyeing. For her, it is a way to honour her forebears and ensure that their 
knowledge continues to thrive in a modern context. By practicing and teaching these 
methods, she sustains a legacy that is deeply woven into the local way of life. Her 
community, in this context, refers to the village where Xiang lives—a close-knit network of 
residents who share a common cultural heritage and a collective pride in this unique craft. 
The community takes immense pride in mud-dyeing, and Xiang’s efforts to pass it on to 
younger generations help ensure its survival despite the pressures of industrialization and 
modern dyeing techniques (Xiang, 2024). Beyond cultural preservation, Xiang’s approach to 
mud-dyeing aligns closely with global sustainability concepts like the circular economy and 
bio-based production. By using a closed-loop system where materials like mud are recycled 
and reused, Xiang minimizes waste and supports ecological balance. This method echoes the 
principles of the circular economy, offering a model for resource efficiency that contrasts 
with the wasteful practices of industrial textile production. Her use of plant-based dyes, 
drawn from renewable, local sources, further embodies bio-based production principles, 
creating an eco-friendly alternative that reduces dependency on synthetic chemicals and 
supports local ecosystems. Xiang also emphasizes the socio-economic significance of mud-
dyeing within her community, particularly in empowering local artisans, many of whom are 
women. Through mud-dyeing, these artisans not only maintain their cultural identity but also 
contribute to the economic vitality of their region. Xiang’s work has created opportunities for 
women to achieve financial independence while preserving both the environment and their 
cultural heritage. This model of sustainable production exemplifies how cultural practices can 
evolve to address modern socio-economic needs while maintaining ecological balance, 
offering practical solutions to current environmental challenges in textile manufacturing 
(Xiang, 2024). 

As she explains, mud-dyeing represents a harmonious blend of tradition, community, and 
sustainability, bridging the gap between cultural heritage and environmental stewardship. 
Xiang’s practices not only provide a path for sustainable textile production but also challenge 
the industry to consider traditional methods as viable, low-impact solutions that prioritize 
both cultural and ecological sustainability (Xiang, 2024). Figure 5 demonstrates the daily 
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work of these female artisans who work in Xiang’s mud-dyeing studio. 

 

Fig 4. Yan Feng (no date) Female artisans were working in Xiang’s mud-dyeing studio. 
 

Economic Benefits for Local Artisans 

Xiang’s work in mud-dyeing has had a profound economic impact on local artisans, 
particularly women, who make up most of the workforce in her community. She emphasizes 
that mud-dyeing is not merely a craft but a crucial economic resource for rural areas in 
Hunan (Xiang, 2024). By offering employment opportunities to local women—many of whom 
have limited access to jobs outside their homes—her workshop provides a stable income 
while allowing these artisans the flexibility to balance work with household responsibilities. 
Many women in Xiang’s workshop are elderly or primary caregivers, and the flexible working 
hours enable them to contribute economically without compromising their ability to manage 
family duties (Xiang, 2024). 

Xiang’s approach aligns with broader research on the empowerment of women through 
craft, echoing studies that highlight how traditional crafts can foster financial independence 
and community resilience among women in rural communities (UNESCO, 2013). Like craft-
based economic models in other regions, such as the kantha stitching communities in India 
or basket-weaving collectives in Kenya, mud-dyeing offers these women a sense of agency 
and a renewed sense of purpose and pride in their work. By preserving traditional 
craftsmanship while promoting economic self-sufficiency, Xiang’s workshop exemplifies how 
craft practices can support not only financial gain but also personal empowerment and social 
inclusion. Through her workshop, Xiang has cultivated a community-driven approach to 
sustainability, where local resources are managed carefully, and artisans are both valued and 
supported. This model of empowerment through sustainable craft production could be 
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replicated in other underdeveloped regions, where the integration of traditional skills with 
sustainable economic practices can foster economic resilience. The model provides a 
blueprint for how communities with limited industrial infrastructure can build economic 
independence through culturally rooted, environmentally friendly crafts that respect local 
ecosystems and heritage. 

Moreover, Xiang’s mud-dyeing workshop has contributed significantly to the broader socio-
economic landscape by maintaining strong connections with both local and international 
markets. Although her workshop remains relatively small, its focus on high-quality, eco-
friendly products has attracted a loyal clientele, both domestically and internationally. The 
growing demand for sustainable textiles underscores the potential of mud-dyeing to drive 
local economic development while promoting environmentally responsible practices. If 
adopted in other regions, this model could support economic resilience in rural areas, 
providing sustainable livelihoods and preserving cultural heritage while meeting global 
demand for ethical and sustainable products (Xiang, 2024). 

Empowerment and Gender Equality 

Xiang’s work in mud-dyeing has had a profound economic impact on local artisans, 
particularly women, who make up the majority of the workforce in her community. She 
emphasizes that mud-dyeing is not merely a craft but a crucial economic resource for rural 
regions in Hunan (Xiang, 2024). By offering employment opportunities to local women—
many of whom have limited access to jobs outside their homes—her workshop provides a 
stable income while allowing these artisans the flexibility to balance work with household 
responsibilities. Many women in Xiang’s workshop are elderly or primary caregivers, and the 
flexible working hours enable them to contribute economically without compromising their 
ability to manage family duties (Xiang, 2024). 

Xiang’s approach aligns with broader research on the empowerment of women through 
craft, resonating with studies that show how traditional crafts can foster financial 
independence and community resilience among women in rural communities (UNESCO, 
2013). Similar to other craft-based economic models, such as kantha stitching collectives in 
India or basket-weaving groups in Kenya, mud-dyeing offers these women a sense of 
agency, independence, and pride in their work. These craft-based economic models have 
consistently shown that when women engage in culturally rooted, community-supported 
crafts, they not only gain financial stability but also experience greater social inclusion and 
empowerment. By preserving traditional craftsmanship while promoting economic self-
sufficiency, Xiang’s workshop exemplifies how craft practices can support not only financial 
gain but also personal empowerment and community cohesion. Her model highlights the 
potential for traditional crafts to contribute to social equity by providing income and 
opportunity in communities where industrial employment options may be scarce. Through 
her workshop, Xiang has cultivated a community-driven approach to sustainability, where 
local resources are carefully managed, and artisans are both valued and supported. This 
empowerment model could be replicated in other underdeveloped regions, where the 
integration of traditional skills with sustainable economic practices can foster economic 
resilience. Xiang’s model serves as a blueprint for how communities with limited industrial 
infrastructure can build economic independence through culturally rooted, environmentally 
friendly crafts that respect local ecosystems and heritage. The replication of such models in 
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other regions has the potential to create sustainable, community-led economic growth while 
preserving valuable cultural practices. 

Moreover, Xiang’s mud-dyeing workshop has contributed significantly to the broader socio-
economic landscape by maintaining strong connections with both local and international 
markets. Although her workshop remains relatively small, its focus on high-quality, eco-
friendly products has attracted a loyal clientele, both domestically and internationally. The 
growing demand for sustainable textiles underscores the importance of mud-dyeing in local 
economic development, enabling artisans to thrive while promoting environmentally 
responsible practices. If adopted in other regions, this model could support economic 
resilience in rural areas, providing sustainable livelihoods and preserving cultural heritage 
while meeting global demand for ethical and sustainable products (Xiang, 2024). 

Cultural Preservation in the Global Market 

Xiang’s perspective on cultural preservation in mud-dyeing canters on balancing the 
maintenance of traditional methods with the pursuit of economic growth. She emphasizes 
the importance of upholding the integrity of mud-dyeing techniques passed down through 
generations in Hunan, viewing them as a crucial link to the region’s cultural heritage (Xiang, 
2024). These traditional methods, which use locally sourced natural materials like mud and 
plant leaves, hold value not only for their environmental benefits but also for preserving the 
stories and wisdom of her ancestors (Xiang, 2024). 

Xiang firmly believes that economic development and cultural preservation are not mutually 
exclusive. Instead, she sees the potential for traditional crafts like mud-dyeing to thrive within 
the modern economy, as long as their core values and techniques are respected (Xiang, 
2024). Through her workshop, Xiang strives to maintain the authenticity of the craft while 
adapting it to contemporary market demands. This approach allows her to create economic 
opportunities for local artisans while ensuring that the cultural essence of mud-dyeing 
remains intact, providing artisans with both a livelihood and a source of cultural pride. This 
model aligns with broader frameworks seen in other craft-based communities, such as the 
embroidery cooperatives in Oaxaca, Mexico, and pottery collectives in Morocco, where 
artisans have successfully adapted traditional practices for modern markets while preserving 
their cultural significance. Studies show that when traditional crafts are valued within 
contemporary economies, they contribute not only to economic growth but also to social 
cohesion and community resilience (UNESCO, 2013). Like these communities, Xiang’s 
approach illustrates how traditional knowledge and cultural identity can be preserved, even 
as craft practices adapt to meet market demands. Xiang acknowledges the challenge of 
balancing these two aspects, particularly amid the pressures of industrialization and mass 
production (Xiang, 2024). She stresses the importance of remaining true to traditional 
methods, even as the demand for eco-friendly textiles grows in both domestic and 
international markets. According to Xiang, preserving the traditional process not only 
sustains cultural identity but also adds value to the products, offering customers a deeper 
connection to the heritage embedded in each piece of fabric (Xiang, 2024). In her view, mud-
dyeing represents a harmonious blend of cultural preservation and economic growth, 
demonstrating how traditional knowledge can adapt to meet the needs of a changing world 
without losing its roots. 

Xiang’s model also holds the potential for replication in other regions and cultures, 
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particularly in underdeveloped areas where economic resilience is essential. By integrating 
traditional skills with sustainable economic practices, communities can foster economic 
independence while preserving cultural heritage. This approach provides a blueprint for how 
culturally rooted; environmentally friendly crafts can build economic resilience in regions with 
limited industrial infrastructure. If adopted in other regions, Xiang’s model could contribute 
to sustainable, community-led economic growth, helping similar communities preserve their 
cultural heritage while connecting to global markets with demand for ethical, sustainable 
products. 

Broader Implications for Sustainable Design and the Future of Mud-Dye 

Mud-Dyeing as a Model for Sustainable Craft Practices 

Mud-dyeing serves as a prime example of a sustainable craft practice, offering valuable 
insights into broader applications for sustainable design within the textile industry. Rooted in 
traditional knowledge, mud-dyeing aligns closely with contemporary sustainability models, 
such as the circular economy and bio-based production. This practice emphasizes the use of 
locally sourced, natural materials like plant leaves and soil, which are essential for creating a 
low impact dyeing process. By reducing reliance on synthetic chemicals, mud-dyeing 
minimizes environmental pollution and promotes ecological balance, demonstrating the 
potential for biodegradable and renewable materials in sustainable production (Kumar and 
Yadav, 2020). 

A key strength of mud-dyeing is its emphasis on closed-loop systems. By recycling materials 
such as mud and water used in the dyeing process, mud-dyeing aligns with the circular 
economy’s focus on resource efficiency and waste minimization (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 
2017). The practice of returning used mud to agricultural fields, where it supports soil health 
and crop growth, illustrates how waste can be repurposed as a resource. This closed-loop 
approach not only minimizes waste but also contributes to soil regeneration, offering a 
sustainable model that could inspire innovation across other areas of the textile industry. By 
merging traditional wisdom with modern sustainability goals, mud-dyeing provides a 
practical blueprint for resource conservation and reducing environmental impact, illustrating 
how traditional practices can lead the way in sustainable textile production (Xiang, 2024). 
Moreover, mud-dyeing’s reliance on local resources highlights the importance of 
community-based production models in promoting sustainable practices. This approach 
supports regional economies and reduces the carbon footprint associated with long-distance 
transportation of materials, aligning with bio-based production principles. It reflects the 
growing emphasis on localized production and consumption in sustainable fashion, where 
the ecological footprint is minimized using region-specific resources (Fletcher, 2014). The 
practice encourages artisans to maintain a strong connection to their environment, fostering 
an appreciation for the ecological systems that sustain their craft. 

By emphasizing durability, ecological integrity, and respect for natural processes, mud-
dyeing presents a compelling framework for the textile industry to transition towards 
sustainable production. This approach challenges the industry to reconsider its relationship 
with materials, production methods, and cultural heritage. Mud-dyeing not only preserves a 
valuable traditional craft but also serves as a model for a sustainable, community-driven 
approach to design, capable of guiding the global textile industry towards more responsible 
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practices. Through its integration of circular economy principles, bio-based production, and 
cultural preservation, mud-dyeing offers a low-impact, adaptable solution to current 
environmental challenges in textile manufacturing, underscoring the value of traditional 
techniques in addressing modern sustainability goals. 

Global Relevance of Traditional Craft 

In recent years, the value of traditional crafts in modern sustainability efforts, particularly 
within the fashion industry, has gained increased recognition. Traditional craft practices often 
emphasize resource efficiency, local production, and the use of natural materials, aligning 
closely with contemporary sustainability goals. These practices offer a stark contrast to the 
fast fashion industry, often criticized for its resource-intensive processes, high carbon 
footprint, and significant waste generation (Fletcher, 2014). Traditional crafts like mud-dyeing 
provide an alternative approach that prioritizes craftsmanship, longevity, and the cultural 
value of textiles, directly addressing some of the critical environmental challenges facing 
today's fashion industry. 

For example, the slow fashion movement, which advocates for high-quality, durable clothing, 
draws direct inspiration from traditional practices that emphasize the longevity and 
repairability of textiles (Clark, 2008). This perspective aligns with the values embedded in 
crafts like mud-dyeing, where each piece is meticulously created using time-honoured 
methods, fostering a deeper connection between the maker, the materials, and the final 
product. In this way, traditional crafts contribute to a more mindful and sustainable fashion 
industry by encouraging consumers to appreciate the craftsmanship and cultural heritage 
embedded in their clothing. Furthermore, the emphasis on local production and the use of 
region-specific materials in traditional crafts like mud-dyeing aligns with principles of the 
circular economy and bio-based production. By using natural dyes, plant-based materials, 
and closed-loop processes common in traditional dyeing methods, mud-dyeing minimizes 
reliance on synthetic chemicals and reduces environmental impact (Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation, 2017). This approach not only aids in reducing global carbon emissions but also 
supports the preservation of local ecosystems using renewable and biodegradable resources 
(Kumar and Yadav, 2020). Mud-dyeing exemplifies how traditional methods can be adapted 
to meet modern environmental standards, offering practical solutions for the textile 
industry’s current challenges by reducing pollution, enhancing soil health, and promoting 
resource conservation.  

The relevance of traditional crafts extends beyond environmental considerations; these 
practices also play a crucial role in preserving cultural heritage and providing economic 
opportunities for local communities (UNESCO, 2013). By maintaining traditional crafts, 
artisans foster a sense of identity and cultural pride while tapping into the growing market 
demand for ethically produced, sustainable goods. The interest in handcrafted, culturally rich 
textiles offers traditional crafts the opportunity to reach global markets, positioning them as 
a bridge between heritage preservation and sustainable development. In this context, 
traditional crafts like mud-dyeing not only contribute to ecological sustainability but also 
align with social and economic sustainability goals by empowering local artisans and 
supporting regional economies. Through its integration of circular economy principles, bio-
based production, and heritage preservation, mud-dyeing exemplifies a sustainable model 
for the future of the fashion industry. As a practice that embodies both ecological 
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responsibility and cultural significance, mud-dyeing offers the global fashion industry a 
pathway toward sustainable development, blending tradition with modern sustainability 
goals to meet today’s pressing environmental challenges. 

Interview Insights for the Future 

JianPing Xiang’s reflections on the future of mud-dyeing reveal a commitment to expanding 
sustainable practices while preserving the integrity of this traditional craft. She envisions a 
future where mud-dyeing extends beyond local workshops to influence broader markets, 
advocating for a model that merges traditional methods with contemporary sustainability 
demands (Xiang, 2024). Xiang underscores the importance of educating new artisans in mud-
dyeing techniques to ensure that the core values of environmental stewardship are preserved 
as the practice grows. For her, this is not only about maintaining a craft but also about 
cultivating a deeper understanding of nature's role in textile production—a perspective she 
sees as increasingly relevant in addressing the world’s ecological challenges (Xiang, 2024). 

Xiang is particularly focused on the potential of mud-dyeing to meet the growing global 
demand for eco-friendly textiles. She sees opportunities for international collaboration, 
where the artisanal nature of mud-dyeing is recognized and valued for its unique qualities 
and minimal environmental impact (Xiang, 2024). Specific steps Xiang envisions for scaling 
these sustainable practices include forming partnerships with sustainable fashion brands, 
joining alliances dedicated to ethical textile production, and exploring global collaborations 
with organizations that promote environmental conservation. These partnerships would 
facilitate the introduction of mud-dyeing into wider markets while preserving its traditional 
values. Mud-dyeing aligns closely with bio-based production principles, relying on 
renewable, biodegradable resources rather than synthetic chemicals, thereby reducing 
pollution and fostering resource conservation. By using natural materials in a closed-loop 
system, Xiang’s practices also exemplify the circular economy’s emphasis on resource 
efficiency, waste minimization, and continuous repurposing of materials. However, she 
stresses that scaling up must not compromise the traditional practices that give mud-dyeing 
its cultural and ecological significance. In her interview, Xiang discussed balancing small-
scale, community-oriented production with exploring avenues for broader reach, suggesting 
that success in global markets can be achieved by staying true to the roots of the craft 
(Xiang, 2024). Moreover, Xiang envisions mud-dyeing as a catalyst for changing consumer 
perceptions of textiles, encouraging a shift away from fast fashion toward a more sustainable 
and ethically conscious model. The slow fashion movement, which promotes high-quality, 
durable, and ethically made clothing, aligns with the values embedded in mud-dyeing. Xiang 
believes that through workshops, educational programs, and strategic collaborations, the 
philosophy behind mud-dyeing can reach a wider audience, promoting a message of 
harmony with nature. This approach directly challenges the wasteful practices of 
conventional textile production, positioning mud-dyeing as a practical solution to the 
industry’s environmental challenges by reducing emissions, conserving resources, and 
promoting biodegradable materials. 

Xiang’s vision extends beyond her own workshop, imagining a world where traditional 
practices like mud-dyeing play a pivotal role in reshaping the textile industry toward greater 
sustainability and cultural appreciation. By linking the principles of the circular economy and 
bio-based production with cultural heritage, Xiang’s approach offers a sustainable blueprint 
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that can guide the textile industry toward more responsible, low-impact production that 
honors both ecological and cultural values (Xiang, 2024). 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the exploration of mud-dyeing through the lens of JianPing Xiang's practices 
reveals the deep intersections between traditional craftsmanship and modern sustainability. 
Xiang’s approach demonstrates how ancient techniques can adapt to address contemporary 
environmental challenges while preserving cultural heritage. Her emphasis on closed-loop 
systems, the use of natural materials, and resource efficiency aligns with global sustainability 
models such as the circular economy and bio-based production. By recycling resources like 
mud and water, she minimizes waste and enhances the ecological health of the land, offering 
a practical model for sustainable production that contrasts sharply with the resource-
intensive practices of industrial dyeing. 

Xiang’s commitment extends beyond environmental stewardship to include significant socio-
economic impacts, particularly in empowering local women artisans. By providing flexible 
employment opportunities, her workshop fosters community resilience and economic 
independence, reinforcing the role of traditional crafts in promoting social equity. This 
empowerment, combined with her dedication to maintaining the integrity of cultural 
practices, highlights the broader relevance of mud-dyeing in addressing not only 
environmental concerns but also the social and economic dimensions of sustainability. 
Looking ahead, Xiang envisions a future where mud-dyeing reaches global markets without 
losing its roots. To achieve this, she emphasizes the importance of educating new artisans, 
ensuring that values of environmental care and cultural preservation continue to thrive as the 
craft gains wider recognition. Specific initiatives, such as forming partnerships with 
sustainable fashion brands or participating in international collaborations focused on ethical 
production, could facilitate the scaling of mud-dyeing practices. These partnerships would 
support global awareness of mud-dyeing while preserving its traditional methods and values. 
The global shift toward slow fashion further underscores the potential of mud-dyeing to play 
a pivotal role in transforming the textile industry. As consumers increasingly seek high-
quality, ethically produced goods, mud-dyeing’s sustainable, artisanal approach aligns 
perfectly with slow fashion’s emphasis on craftsmanship, durability, and mindful 
consumption. By positioning mud-dyeing within this movement, Xiang’s work not only 
addresses the environmental footprint of textile production but also enriches the consumer’s 
connection to the heritage and ecological responsibility embedded in each piece. 

In essence, Xiang’s work exemplifies the potential for traditional practices like mud-dyeing to 
serve as catalysts for a more sustainable and culturally conscious textile industry. This 
practice offers a blueprint for integrating ancient wisdom with modern sustainability goals, 
bridging past traditions with future innovation. As such, mud-dyeing not only preserves 
cultural identity and promotes environmental responsibility but also fosters socio-economic 
resilience, illuminating how traditional crafts can lead the way toward a more balanced, 
sustainable, and mindful approach to fashion on a global scale. 

 

 



Making Futures: 2024 – Volume 9  Arts University Plymouth, Plymouth, UK 
Beyond Objects: Materiality at the Edge of Making 

18 
 

References: 

Clark, H. (2008) Slow fashion: A manifesto for sustainability. London: Earthscan. 

Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2017) Towards the circular economy: Economic and business 
rationale for an accelerated transition. Cowes: Ellen MacArthur Foundation. 

Fletcher, K. (2014) Sustainable fashion and textiles: Design journeys. 2nd edn. London: 
Earthscan. 

Kumar, S. and Yadav, R. (2020) ‘Biodegradable dyes and sustainable textile practices’, Journal 
of Cleaner Production, 25(3), pp. 55-70. 

UNESCO (2013) Intangible cultural heritage and sustainable development. Available at: 
https://www.unesco.org (Accessed: 10 October 2024). 

Xiang, J. (2024). Interview with JianPing Xiang on mud-dyeing and sustainability. [Podcast]. 
Available at: https://podcasters.spotify.com/pod/dashboard/episode/e2nts0f (Accessed: 4 
September 2024). 

https://www.unesco.org/
https://podcasters.spotify.com/pod/dashboard/episode/e2nts0f

