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The essays in this volume analyze and compare what it means to be Hakka in a variety of

sociocultural, political, geographical, and historical contexts including Malaysia, Hong Kong,

Calcutta, Taiwan, and contemporary China.
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Note on RomanizationMost of the Chinese terms in this volume have been romanized in
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volume.



GUEST PEOPLEHakka Identityin China and Abroad

IntroductionWhat Does It Mean to Be Hakka?NICOLE CONSTABLEThe term Hakka, which

literally means “guest people” or “strangers,” is the name of a Chinese ethnic group whose

ancestors, like those of all Han Chinese, are believed to have originated in north central China.

Estimated to number in the tens of millions today, Hakka now reside mainly in Southeast

China, Taiwan, and regions of Southeast Asia, but the Hakka diaspora extends to virtually

every continent in the world.The main question we pose in this volume—“What does it mean to

be Hakka?”—may appear deceptively simple. The easy answer—which has been accepted

and even preferred by many scholars who have worked in Hakka communities—is that Hakka

are simply those who call themselves Hakka or who are so labeled by others. While we agree

that this is an important starting point, it has too often been assumed that to merely “know” that

a person, a community, or a custom is Hakka is sufficient. As we argue in the course of this

volume, this is not enough. We need to examine the cultural and historical construction of

Hakka identity, and its social, political, and economic relevance in different locales and

particular contexts.The number of English-language anthropological works based on field

research in Hakka communities in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and in other regions has greatly

increased during the past two decades, but most of this literature does not pose questions

pertaining to Hakka identity. Important and interesting though such studies of the Hakka may

be for their contributions to sinology and anthropology (e.g., Myron L. Cohen 1976, Pasternak

1972, Strauch 1984), the fact that the subjects of the study are Hakka as opposed to members

of other ethnic or dialect groups has not been considered of great importance. Although there

are some important exceptions (cf. Blake 1981, Myron L. Cohen 1968, and Lamley 1981),1

Hakka has generally been treated as an essential, unchanging, unproblematic label—a given

or objective truth, rather than a topic for analysis in and of itself. Thus scholars of Hakka

language, religion, or community structure, for example, have been less concerned with the

Hakka factor of the equation than with the topic in question. They largely gloss over or ignore

the question of who exactly the Hakka are, and what Hakka means in different contexts.In the

chapters that follow, Hakka ethnicity is not treated as a given. In our attempt to develop a more

complex understanding of Hakka identity, we do not neglect issues of who is labeled Hakka, or

of Hakka self-ascription. These issues have long been acknowledged to be of central

importance to the study of ethnicity. Nor do we avoid popular notions and generalizations about

Hakka origins and history. These, however, we take as starting points in an attempt to separate

objective Hakka history and experience from the more localized constructions and expressions

of Hakka identity.The contributors to this volume have also been influenced by the growing

number of anthropological works on the cultural and historical construction of identity that

emerged in the 1980s and 1990s (e.g., Blu 1980, Comaroff and Comaroff 1992, Daniel 1984,

Kondo 1990, Michelle Rosaldo 1980, Eric Wolf 1982), as well as those that emphasize both

the experiential side and the symbolic expressions of various types of identities (e.g., Alter

1992, Behar 1993, Lavie 1990, Renato Rosaldo 1986, Turner and Bruner 1986). In this volume

we collectively describe the diverse histories of Hakka communities, the way Hakka identity is

culturally constructed and symbolically expressed in different contexts, and the sociological

significance Hakka identity takes on in each setting.It is not enough to speak of a monolithic

Hakka identity. The Hakka diaspora reaches well beyond the geographic borders of mainland

China. Although their estimates are judged as high, members of various international Hakka

associations claim that there are as many as seventy-five million Hakka worldwide today, with

thirty to thirty-five million residing outside mainland China.2 Since the seventeenth century, and



particularly during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Hakka who came mainly from

Guangdong agricultural communities emigrated to Taiwan, Malaya, and other regions of

Southeast Asia, and as far as South Asia, Africa, Oceania, Europe, the Caribbean, and North

and South America. Hakka emigrated for a number of reasons, but their motives were mostly

economic and, in some cases, political.3 They often worked as manual laborers, taking up

opportunities created by capitalist and colonial expansion. They built railways, labored in mines

or plantations, worked as farmers, or set up small businesses. The descendants of these early

Hakka immigrants speak different languages, eat different foods, and belong to different

economic classes and political parties, yet they may retain the name Hakka and identify

themselves as such.In and of itself, this cultural diversity does not create a significant problem

for anthropologists, whose models have long rejected the naive equation of an ethnic group as

a cultural unit.4 But this does raise the practical and theoretical question of what these Hakka

share with one another, with those who still reside on the mainland, and those who have

emigrated in recent years, besides the label Hakka.As we see in this volume, Hakka identity is

of widely varied political, economic, social, and personal significance. Its relevance varies

depending on time and place. The settlers of the Hakka communities we examine left mainland

China at different times—as early as the seventeenth century and as recently as the twentieth

—and Hakka now live in extremely diverse situations. But Hakka communities are not so

endlessly varied and infinitely distinct from one another that they preclude any useful analysis.

The communities we describe in this volume are distinct, but they share historical origins in

South China. Moreover, they share certain ethnic processes that are of more generalizable

significance. We do not, in other words, simply accept the Hakka claim that Hakka all share an

innate bond, nor do we acquiesce to the postmodern dilemma that there appear to be such

infinite subjectivities of Hakka identity that they defy wider social or cultural patterning. As John

Comaroff and Jean Comaroff have argued for anthropology in general, “If our models are

supple enough, they should make sense of even the most chaotic and shifting social

environment. . . . Absence and disconnection, incoherence and disorder, have actually to be

demonstrated” (1992:24). Our challenge is to make sense of shifting Hakka collective identities,

their similarities, apparent discontinuities, and divergences.A central question that this volume

raises is the extent to which common mainland cultural origins—not to say Hakka identity—

explain the similarities we find among Hakka communities, or whether some of the patterns we

witness arise from more general processes of social change or ethnic interaction in the new

setting. We need to account for the common stereotypes found in many of our cases regarding,

for example, hardworking Hakka women, political patriotism, cooperativeness, and agricultural

or working-class occupations, and we also need to question the extent to which these

ideological patterns are reflected in social reality. In the diverse ethnic contexts in which Hakka

now reside, they may be recast in a subordinate social and economic position or find

themselves in different situations of hierarchy or inequality. These may replicate, to some

extent, earlier ethnic hierarchies from mainland China, or they may be quite distinct. Thus one

question we raise relates to the connection between Hakka ethnic consciousness and class or

other systems of inequality.Because many of our observations regarding the Hakka contribute

to understanding ethnicity and ethnic processes in general, I have found it particularly useful,

throughout this introduction, to refer to some of the general propositions and patterns

regarding ethnicity described by Comaroff and Comaroff (1992:49–67). In general, the

contributions to this volume support the Comaroffs’ view that ethnicity is the product of

historical processes but is not primordial; that ethnicity is not “a unitary ‘thing,’ ” but it “describes

a set of relations and a mode of consciousness” (1992:54); that ethnicity originates in systems



of political and economic inequality; and that ethnicity “tends to take on the ‘natural’

appearance of an autonomous force, a ‘principle’ capable of determining the course of social

life” (ibid.:60). Our cases also clearly illustrate the way ethnicity “may be perpetuated by factors

quite different from those that caused its emergence, and may have a direct and independent

impact on the context in which it arose” (ibid.:61).Whereas Comaroff and Comaroff draw mainly

on examples from Africa, the Hakka cases in this volume support and further illustrate many of

their points. The social patterns we observe in Hakka communities generally have more to do

with the wider ethnic processes and sociological patterns of which they are a part than with the

“fact” that they are Hakka. On the other hand, some of the cultural patterns upon which the

idea of social differences is inscribed appear to be more uniquely Hakka, despite differences in

the social contexts in which they occur.HISTORY AND THE EMERGENCE OF HAKKA

CONSCIOUSNESSOne answer to our central question, as many Hakka are likely to suggest,

and the contributors to this volume would agree, lies in Hakka history. Hakka are not only those

who define themselves or are so labeled by others; they are those of whom it can be said that

their ancestors shared a real or imagined history. There are two types of history in which we

are interested in this volume. One is the collective history that Hakka believe they share, and

that is often the most basic theme in the rhetoric about what it means to be Hakka. The second

refers to the particular historical forces out of which Hakka ethnicity first emerged. These forces

may have since caused Hakka ethnicity to diminish, to be perpetuated, or, possibly, to become

a potent force in its own right. These two histories are not necessarily the same, but they may

overlap.The first history is fairly easy to collect or solicit from Hakka informants, and because it

is simply a subjective point of view, we need not necessarily be concerned with its accuracy or

“factual basis,” or with reducing it to one authoritative version. Its importance is primarily in the

belief by Hakka themselves that it is true and based on fact. As such, it can take on a special

power in the mobilization of ethnicity as a social force. This type of history is reflected in the

quotations from my own informants and those cited by Ellen Oxfeld, in Howard Martin’s

citations from spokespersons in the Taiwan Hakka movement, and in Sharon Carstens’s

translations from Hakka association (huiguan) volumes.The second kind of history, which, as

Myron Cohen, Mary Erbaugh, and other authors illustrate, may be derived in part from the first,

is far more difficult to critically and accurately ascertain. It involves an attempt to identify the

historical forces through which Hakka ethnicity is constructed. Through this type of history, as

Comaroff and Comaroff propose, our objective is “to show as cogently as possible . . . how

realities become real, how essences become essential, how materialities

materialize” (1992:20). This second kind of history is, of course, like the first, a mental

construct claiming a basis in fact. But it is perhaps best described as a “second order”

construction of history, one that attempts to explain how the first view of history came about,

and one that aspires to be more consciously critical and analytical. As Comaroff and Comaroff

suggest, it requires a “historical imagination.”5The idea that history provides the key to ethnic

identity is not new (cf. Keyes 1976, 1981:5). But when Charles Keyes discusses ethnicity as a

“cultural interpretation of descent,” as a kind of descent writ large, this glosses over significant

distinctions between ethnic and totemic groups who also share a collective identity. As

Comaroff and Comaroff explain,while totemism emerges with the establishment of symmetrical

relations between structurally similar social groupings—groupings which may or may not come

to be integrated into one political community—ethnicity has its origins in the asymmetric

incorporation of structurally dissimilar groupings into a single political economy. (1992:54)The

asymmetric or unequal relations between ethnic groups is of central importance, as it is from

an awareness of inequality, not merely cultural difference, that ethnic consciousness develops.



“The emergence of ethnic groups and the awakening of ethnic consciousness are . . . the

product of historical processes which structure relations of inequality between discrete social

entities” (ibid.:55). The inequality between groups comes to be viewed, at least by those who

belong to the group in a superior position, as justified by the ascribed, intrinsic character of

each group. Thus Cantonese and Hokkien have accused Hakka of being uncivilized

barbarians, while each of these groups claims to be “more Chinese than the other” (Blake

1981:4), and “Hakka, in turn, view the Cantonese and Hokkien . . . as descendants of

aboriginal barbarians” (ibid.:5).

IntroductionWhat Does It Mean to Be Hakka?NICOLE CONSTABLEThe term Hakka, which

literally means “guest people” or “strangers,” is the name of a Chinese ethnic group whose

ancestors, like those of all Han Chinese, are believed to have originated in north central China.

Estimated to number in the tens of millions today, Hakka now reside mainly in Southeast

China, Taiwan, and regions of Southeast Asia, but the Hakka diaspora extends to virtually

every continent in the world.The main question we pose in this volume—“What does it mean to

be Hakka?”—may appear deceptively simple. The easy answer—which has been accepted

and even preferred by many scholars who have worked in Hakka communities—is that Hakka

are simply those who call themselves Hakka or who are so labeled by others. While we agree

that this is an important starting point, it has too often been assumed that to merely “know” that

a person, a community, or a custom is Hakka is sufficient. As we argue in the course of this

volume, this is not enough. We need to examine the cultural and historical construction of

Hakka identity, and its social, political, and economic relevance in different locales and

particular contexts.The number of English-language anthropological works based on field

research in Hakka communities in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and in other regions has greatly

increased during the past two decades, but most of this literature does not pose questions

pertaining to Hakka identity. Important and interesting though such studies of the Hakka may

be for their contributions to sinology and anthropology (e.g., Myron L. Cohen 1976, Pasternak

1972, Strauch 1984), the fact that the subjects of the study are Hakka as opposed to members

of other ethnic or dialect groups has not been considered of great importance. Although there

are some important exceptions (cf. Blake 1981, Myron L. Cohen 1968, and Lamley 1981),1

Hakka has generally been treated as an essential, unchanging, unproblematic label—a given

or objective truth, rather than a topic for analysis in and of itself. Thus scholars of Hakka

language, religion, or community structure, for example, have been less concerned with the

Hakka factor of the equation than with the topic in question. They largely gloss over or ignore

the question of who exactly the Hakka are, and what Hakka means in different contexts.In the

chapters that follow, Hakka ethnicity is not treated as a given. In our attempt to develop a more

complex understanding of Hakka identity, we do not neglect issues of who is labeled Hakka, or

of Hakka self-ascription. These issues have long been acknowledged to be of central

importance to the study of ethnicity. Nor do we avoid popular notions and generalizations about

Hakka origins and history. These, however, we take as starting points in an attempt to separate

objective Hakka history and experience from the more localized constructions and expressions

of Hakka identity.The contributors to this volume have also been influenced by the growing

number of anthropological works on the cultural and historical construction of identity that

emerged in the 1980s and 1990s (e.g., Blu 1980, Comaroff and Comaroff 1992, Daniel 1984,

Kondo 1990, Michelle Rosaldo 1980, Eric Wolf 1982), as well as those that emphasize both

the experiential side and the symbolic expressions of various types of identities (e.g., Alter

1992, Behar 1993, Lavie 1990, Renato Rosaldo 1986, Turner and Bruner 1986). In this volume



we collectively describe the diverse histories of Hakka communities, the way Hakka identity is

culturally constructed and symbolically expressed in different contexts, and the sociological

significance Hakka identity takes on in each setting.It is not enough to speak of a monolithic

Hakka identity. The Hakka diaspora reaches well beyond the geographic borders of mainland

China. Although their estimates are judged as high, members of various international Hakka

associations claim that there are as many as seventy-five million Hakka worldwide today, with

thirty to thirty-five million residing outside mainland China.2 Since the seventeenth century, and

particularly during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Hakka who came mainly from

Guangdong agricultural communities emigrated to Taiwan, Malaya, and other regions of

Southeast Asia, and as far as South Asia, Africa, Oceania, Europe, the Caribbean, and North

and South America. Hakka emigrated for a number of reasons, but their motives were mostly

economic and, in some cases, political.3 They often worked as manual laborers, taking up

opportunities created by capitalist and colonial expansion. They built railways, labored in mines

or plantations, worked as farmers, or set up small businesses. The descendants of these early

Hakka immigrants speak different languages, eat different foods, and belong to different

economic classes and political parties, yet they may retain the name Hakka and identify

themselves as such.In and of itself, this cultural diversity does not create a significant problem

for anthropologists, whose models have long rejected the naive equation of an ethnic group as

a cultural unit.4 But this does raise the practical and theoretical question of what these Hakka

share with one another, with those who still reside on the mainland, and those who have

emigrated in recent years, besides the label Hakka.As we see in this volume, Hakka identity is

of widely varied political, economic, social, and personal significance. Its relevance varies

depending on time and place. The settlers of the Hakka communities we examine left mainland

China at different times—as early as the seventeenth century and as recently as the twentieth

—and Hakka now live in extremely diverse situations. But Hakka communities are not so

endlessly varied and infinitely distinct from one another that they preclude any useful analysis.

The communities we describe in this volume are distinct, but they share historical origins in

South China. Moreover, they share certain ethnic processes that are of more generalizable

significance. We do not, in other words, simply accept the Hakka claim that Hakka all share an

innate bond, nor do we acquiesce to the postmodern dilemma that there appear to be such

infinite subjectivities of Hakka identity that they defy wider social or cultural patterning. As John

Comaroff and Jean Comaroff have argued for anthropology in general, “If our models are

supple enough, they should make sense of even the most chaotic and shifting social

environment. . . . Absence and disconnection, incoherence and disorder, have actually to be

demonstrated” (1992:24). Our challenge is to make sense of shifting Hakka collective identities,

their similarities, apparent discontinuities, and divergences.A central question that this volume

raises is the extent to which common mainland cultural origins—not to say Hakka identity—

explain the similarities we find among Hakka communities, or whether some of the patterns we

witness arise from more general processes of social change or ethnic interaction in the new

setting. We need to account for the common stereotypes found in many of our cases regarding,

for example, hardworking Hakka women, political patriotism, cooperativeness, and agricultural

or working-class occupations, and we also need to question the extent to which these

ideological patterns are reflected in social reality. In the diverse ethnic contexts in which Hakka

now reside, they may be recast in a subordinate social and economic position or find

themselves in different situations of hierarchy or inequality. These may replicate, to some

extent, earlier ethnic hierarchies from mainland China, or they may be quite distinct. Thus one

question we raise relates to the connection between Hakka ethnic consciousness and class or



other systems of inequality.Because many of our observations regarding the Hakka contribute

to understanding ethnicity and ethnic processes in general, I have found it particularly useful,

throughout this introduction, to refer to some of the general propositions and patterns

regarding ethnicity described by Comaroff and Comaroff (1992:49–67). In general, the

contributions to this volume support the Comaroffs’ view that ethnicity is the product of

historical processes but is not primordial; that ethnicity is not “a unitary ‘thing,’ ” but it “describes

a set of relations and a mode of consciousness” (1992:54); that ethnicity originates in systems

of political and economic inequality; and that ethnicity “tends to take on the ‘natural’

appearance of an autonomous force, a ‘principle’ capable of determining the course of social

life” (ibid.:60). Our cases also clearly illustrate the way ethnicity “may be perpetuated by factors

quite different from those that caused its emergence, and may have a direct and independent

impact on the context in which it arose” (ibid.:61).Whereas Comaroff and Comaroff draw mainly

on examples from Africa, the Hakka cases in this volume support and further illustrate many of

their points. The social patterns we observe in Hakka communities generally have more to do

with the wider ethnic processes and sociological patterns of which they are a part than with the

“fact” that they are Hakka. On the other hand, some of the cultural patterns upon which the

idea of social differences is inscribed appear to be more uniquely Hakka, despite differences in

the social contexts in which they occur.HISTORY AND THE EMERGENCE OF HAKKA

CONSCIOUSNESSOne answer to our central question, as many Hakka are likely to suggest,

and the contributors to this volume would agree, lies in Hakka history. Hakka are not only those

who define themselves or are so labeled by others; they are those of whom it can be said that

their ancestors shared a real or imagined history. There are two types of history in which we

are interested in this volume. One is the collective history that Hakka believe they share, and

that is often the most basic theme in the rhetoric about what it means to be Hakka. The second

refers to the particular historical forces out of which Hakka ethnicity first emerged. These forces

may have since caused Hakka ethnicity to diminish, to be perpetuated, or, possibly, to become

a potent force in its own right. These two histories are not necessarily the same, but they may

overlap.The first history is fairly easy to collect or solicit from Hakka informants, and because it

is simply a subjective point of view, we need not necessarily be concerned with its accuracy or

“factual basis,” or with reducing it to one authoritative version. Its importance is primarily in the

belief by Hakka themselves that it is true and based on fact. As such, it can take on a special

power in the mobilization of ethnicity as a social force. This type of history is reflected in the

quotations from my own informants and those cited by Ellen Oxfeld, in Howard Martin’s

citations from spokespersons in the Taiwan Hakka movement, and in Sharon Carstens’s

translations from Hakka association (huiguan) volumes.The second kind of history, which, as

Myron Cohen, Mary Erbaugh, and other authors illustrate, may be derived in part from the first,

is far more difficult to critically and accurately ascertain. It involves an attempt to identify the

historical forces through which Hakka ethnicity is constructed. Through this type of history, as

Comaroff and Comaroff propose, our objective is “to show as cogently as possible . . . how

realities become real, how essences become essential, how materialities

materialize” (1992:20). This second kind of history is, of course, like the first, a mental

construct claiming a basis in fact. But it is perhaps best described as a “second order”

construction of history, one that attempts to explain how the first view of history came about,

and one that aspires to be more consciously critical and analytical. As Comaroff and Comaroff

suggest, it requires a “historical imagination.”5The idea that history provides the key to ethnic

identity is not new (cf. Keyes 1976, 1981:5). But when Charles Keyes discusses ethnicity as a

“cultural interpretation of descent,” as a kind of descent writ large, this glosses over significant



distinctions between ethnic and totemic groups who also share a collective identity. As

Comaroff and Comaroff explain,while totemism emerges with the establishment of symmetrical

relations between structurally similar social groupings—groupings which may or may not come

to be integrated into one political community—ethnicity has its origins in the asymmetric

incorporation of structurally dissimilar groupings into a single political economy. (1992:54)The

asymmetric or unequal relations between ethnic groups is of central importance, as it is from

an awareness of inequality, not merely cultural difference, that ethnic consciousness develops.

“The emergence of ethnic groups and the awakening of ethnic consciousness are . . . the

product of historical processes which structure relations of inequality between discrete social

entities” (ibid.:55). The inequality between groups comes to be viewed, at least by those who

belong to the group in a superior position, as justified by the ascribed, intrinsic character of

each group. Thus Cantonese and Hokkien have accused Hakka of being uncivilized

barbarians, while each of these groups claims to be “more Chinese than the other” (Blake

1981:4), and “Hakka, in turn, view the Cantonese and Hokkien . . . as descendants of

aboriginal barbarians” (ibid.:5).Assertion of the importance of history should not be mistaken to

mean that ethnicity is merely a function of primordial ties. As the Comaroffs have written,

“Contrary to the tendency, in the Weberian tradition, to view it as a function of primordial ties,

ethnicity always has its genesis in specific historical forces, forces which are simultaneously

structural and cultural” (1992:50). As they go on to explain, “It is the marking of relations—of

identities in opposition to one another—that is ‘primordial,’ not the substance of those

identities” (ibid.:51). Many Hakka themselves, of course, present Hakka identity as primordial,

factual and essential—it did not emerge, it persisted. Many scholars share this view. However,

this Hakka history, which begins centuries ago, in time immemorial, paradoxically predates the

existence of the name Hakka, of Hakka ethnicity, and the existence of the Hakka as a social

group distinct from other Chinese. It should thus be clear that this history was not experienced

at the time as Hakka history, regardless of later Hakka sentiments, because Hakka had not yet

emerged as an ethnic group. And, significantly, this history is in many ways indistinguishable

from Chinese history in general. Nonetheless, this history has been claimed as their own by

many Hakka and provides the ideological basis for the notion of a universal, shared Hakka

identity (see Constable 1994:20–38).Versions of both histories converge momentarily with the

widespread belief that Hakka are the descendants of Han Chinese people who migrated

southward from north central China before the fourth century C.E., and who, by the fourteenth

century or so, had settled in China’s southeastern provinces (see Cohen, this volume). From

there they spread farther south and overseas to several of the communities described in this

volume). As discussed below, the particular dates and stages of migration have been a topic of

debate (cf., Myron L. Cohen 1968, Constable 1994, Hsieh 1929, Kiang 1991, S. T. Leong 1985,

Lo Wan 1965, Luo Xianglin 1933, Moser 1985, Jerry Norman 1988, Ramsey 1987), but it is

well accepted that the main body of those who later became Hakka migrated from north central

China.Han Suyin, herself descended from Hakka ancestors, colorfully describes in her

autobiographical family history how Hakka fled southward to escape the advance of Chinggis

Khan and the Mongol invasion during the thirteenth century:The Hakkas were driven further

south, or to mountainous poor areas. . . . Because of their mobility, hardihood and fierceness,

the dynasties began to regard the Hakkas as potential pioneers, good for resettling the sub-

populated areas. . . . Circumstance thus defined their group character: clannish, thrifty, loyal to

each other, bad neighbours and ready fighters, the name Hakka stuck to them and they

became proud of it. (1965:24)Like Han Suyin, many Hakka writers associate Hakka “character”

with their historical experiences, and here again the history with which Hakka define



themselves—in the form of character and qualities—may be separated from the actual forces

that created the identity itself. Hakka historian Hsieh T’ing-yu explains:The character of the

Hakkas is shown quite clearly in their name and history. They are a strong, hardy, energetic,

fearless race with simple habits but a very contentious and litigious disposition. Self-reliant and

active, their rapid expansion and fondness of property have often brought them into conflict

with their neighbors. . . . The Hakkas are proud of the literary accomplishments of their

ancestors; they claim many well-known literati. . . . The Hakkas are a “people of the future,”

unhampered by the prejudices or the easy-going slackness of the old land

owners. . . . Fundamentally the Hakka is a farmer, forced by poverty to struggle with the

unproductive soil. . . . They usually occupy the hilly and less fertile districts, while the Punti

[earlier Chinese inhabitants]6 remain in possession of the fertile deltas and plains. . . . The

sexes are not so strictly separated in domestic life as in the case with some of the other

Chinese. The women folk are strong and energetic, and have never adopted foot-binding as a

custom. (Hsieh 1929:203–5)7These quotations illustrate how ideas about Hakka history

permeate a Hakka self-image. As passages from James Michener’s historical novel Hawaii

illustrate, popular images of the Hakka hard work and industriousness are not found

exclusively in Hakka texts and Hakka association publications.In one scene of the book, set

many generations ago, a Cantonese man named Uncle Chun Fat is helping the American Dr.

Whipple recruit Chinese laborers to work on a Hawaiian sugar plantation. Chun Fat wants to

enlist Punti laborers from his natal village, but Dr. Whipple will agree only to an arrangement in

which half of the men are Hakka. Chun Fat wonders how Whipple has heard about the Hakka

and asks:“Why you want Hakka? No good Hakka.” Dr. Whipple looked him sternly in the eye,

and his forty years of trading for J & W fortified his judgement. “We have heard,” he said slowly,

“that Hakka are fine workmen. We know that the Punti are clever, for we have many in Hawaii.

But Hakka can work. . . . ” Chun Fat began cautiously, “Maybe Hakka work well but too much

fight.” (1959:397)Dr. Whipple and Chun Fat then proceed to climb from Low Village, the Punti

village, to High Village, where the Hakka reside. The climb to High Village is strenuous, but as

Dr. Whipple approaches, he experiences a feeling of identification with the Hakka.Whipple

looked about him as if he had come upon familiar terrain and thought: “The climb was worth it.

This feels like a New England Village. I’m home again, in China.” The feeling was intensified

when strong, sullen and suspicious Hakka began cautiously gathering about him, and he could

see in their conservative faces portraits in yellow of his own ancestors. (1959:398)8The

particular historical forces out of which Hakka ethnic consciousness emerged, and the period

during which Hakka ethnicity was generated are debated. If we accept the proposition that

ethnicity involves “subjective classification, by the members of a society, of the world into social

entities according to cultural differences” and “the stereotypic assignment of these groupings—

often hierarchically—to niches within the social division of labor” (Comaroff and Comaroff

1992:52) or, as Fredrik Barth (1969) proposed, that ethnicity requires at least two groups in

competition over resources, then Hakka identity could not have emerged earlier than the

seventeenth century. It was at that time, S. T. Leong asserts, that Hakka came into contact with

other Chinese, who were culturally distinct and with whom they competed for resources

(1980:14).When the ancestors of the present-day Hakka arrived in South China, their language

and some of their customs distinguished them from other Chinese whom they encountered. In

this new environment the Cantonese label Hakka (Mandarin: Kejia) which, as mentioned

above, translates literally as “guest people” or “stranger families,” or less literally as

“newcomers” or “settlers,” may have first served as a way to differentiate in population registers

the newcomers from the local inhabitants (S. T. Leong 1980). Hakka ethnic affiliation is thus



likely to have originated from an attribution of ethnic identity to them by other Chinese. But the

term Hakka has since become accepted by the people themselves as a group or ethnic label,

as “an emblem of common predicament and interest” (Comaroff and Comaroff

1992:53).9Exactly when and where Hakka cultural differences coalesced into an expression of

social group differences is difficult to say. It is clear, however, that a conscious, collective group

identity did not form in all regions where Hakka speakers existed, and its relevance clearly

shifted in the different regions to which Hakka populations emigrated.)10 As one Hong Kong

Hakka man explained to me, it was not until he left Meixian (known as Jiaying or Kaying until

this century), the region of eastern Guangdong where he grew up, and came to Hong Kong in

the 1920s, that he realized that he was Hakka. Back home, he explained, everyone was Hakka,

so he never really thought about it. In some regions of Fujian, Guangdong, and Guangxi,

Hakka speakers worked as tenants or farmed and settled in the less fertile, hilly regions, while

the Punti among whom they lived maintained their hold on the more fertile plains. In these new

social situations, Hakka and Punti gradually became integrated into a single political economy

(see Cohen, this volume).As was mentioned above, the date of the emergence of a Hakka

ethnic consciousness—as opposed to their existence as a cultural category of people or a

dialect group—has been widely debated. But certainly before the nineteenth century Punti

rhetoric about the Hakka bears “the assertive stamp of protectionist ideology; a legitimation of

[their own] control over economy and society. Concomitantly, it involves the negation of similar

entitlements to others, often on putative cultural or ‘civilizational’ grounds, and may call into

doubt their shared humanity” (Comaroff and Comaroff 1992:52).Punti exhibited their

protectionism, for example, in their attempts to prevent Hakka from participating in the Chinese

civil service examinations, thus attempting to prevent them from achieving positions of

authority in the government hierarchy (Lo Wan 1965:95–96, 113). As early as 1789 a separate

examination quota was set up in certain parts of Guangdong in order to reduce the competition

and the conflicts “between the minority groups and the rest of the population” (Chang Chung-li

1955:81; see also Lamley 1990, S. T. Leong 1985).By the early nineteenth century Hakka

rhetoric had begun to reflect a strong and growing ethnic consciousness. Hakka asserted their

own legitimacy and espoused their views of exclusive Hakka history (S. T. Leong 1985:302–

307). Of course, unlike the Punti, they attempted not to protect their position, but to improve it.

By the end of the nineteenth century Hakka consciousness had blossomed, and there is little

doubt that for many Hakka—especially those living in ethnically mixed or urban areas—ethnic

identity had assumed both “experiential” and “practical salience” (Comaroff and Comaroff

1992:53).Since the middle of the nineteenth century, due to the local wars between the Hakka

and Punti in Guangdong and Guangxi, and the prominent Hakka involvement in the Taiping

Rebellion, Hakka drew the attention of foreign scholars, missionaries, travelers, and writers.

Many of these writers were influenced by Hakka converts or informants they encountered, or

by Hakka written sources, which flourished by the beginning of the twentieth century and

exuded Hakka pride (see esp. Hsieh 1929, Luo Xianglin 1933). Still other Europeans echoed

the statements of non-Hakka Chinese informants who doubted that the Hakka were “true

Chinese.” They often cast the Hakka as even more “strange and exotic” than other Chinese,

suggesting that they were “backward” or “primitive” like the mountainous “hill tribes” of South

China.11In the early twentieth century a number of English-language publications contributed

to the competing version of Hakka history, which suggested that Hakka were “less Chinese”

than other groups in South China. The Encyclopedia of Missions, for example, described the

Hakka as a “peculiar race or tribe, inhabiting the mountains near Canton and Swatow, who are

a lower social rank than the local Chinese” (cited in Campbell 1912:474). The 1920 edition of



Geography of the World, a text book by Roger D. Wolcott published by the Commercial Press

of Shanghai, also suggested that Hakka were a “backward people” (Hsieh 1929:207). Wolcott’s

views of the Hakka were derived from the work of Timothy Richard, a nineteenth-century

Welsh missionary who wrote Comprehensive Geography of the Chinese Empire (S. T. Leong

1985:311). As Hsieh explains, Wolcott’s entry on the Hakka was translated in “Kaying [Jiaying]

Magazine,” a local Hakka publication, and the statement that the Hakka were “a wild and

backward people” set off extensive protests from Hakka organizations around the world

(1929:20). Thus European historical texts influenced the process of history, and generated

social action in the form of a mass meeting of Hakka concerned about their identity. The

conference was held in 1921 in Guangzhou (Canton) and included over a thousand

representatives from five provinces. Resolutions were passed and Wolcott was forced to retract

his inflammatory statement (ibid.). Yet as late as 1945 the Encyclopedia Britannica still

reported that the Hakka might not be “true Chinese,” but might instead “be related to the

Burmese and Siamese” (Moser 1985:236).As was mentioned above, this theory has been

repeatedly criticized in the work of Chinese and non-Chinese scholars, as well as many

European missionaries, who draw primarily from genealogies and local histories to document

Hakka origins and migrations from north central China (e.g., Eitel 1873–74, Hsieh 1929, Luo

Xianglin 1933, Piton 1873–74. See also Cohen, this volume, for an outline of these migrations).

Linguistic evidence, although not in agreement about the exact time of “proto-Hakka”

migrations, supports the claim that Hakka language has some unmistakably northern features

(cf. Hashimoto 1973, Moser 1985, Jerry Norman 1988, Ramsey 1987, Sagart 1982, Paul S. J.

Yang 1967). Jerry Norman classifies Hakka language as part of the “southern group” of

Chinese languages, which have existed since the first to third centuries C.E. (1988:222). But

rather than refuting the idea of northern origins, this only suggests an even earlier period of

migration than Luo Xianglin’s (1933) earliest wave (during the fourth century)—one more

compatible with Hsieh’s (1929) scheme of classification (see also Cohen, this volume).In

keeping with these views of northern origins, Hakka often identify themselves, and are officially

counted in the People’s Republic of China, as Han ren (Han persons), descendants of the Han

dynasty (206 B.C.E.—220 C.E.), members of the ethnic Chinese majority (see David Yen-ho

Wu 1991). More to the point however, is that the Hakka are undoubtedly as Chinese as the

Cantonese and Fujianese, who also developed from northern Chinese populations. Like these

other groups, Hakka are likely to have mixed to some extent—both genetically and culturally—

with other southern non-Chinese populations with whom they came into contact and, like these

groups, they continue to assert their identity as preeminently Chinese (Blake 1981:4–5; Kiang

1991; Carstens, Constable, and Oxfeld, this volume).
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Walter Fung, “A well researched and comprehensive resource book on the Hakka people.. A

comprehensive study of Hakka Chinese. The book contains valuable information and seems to

be well researched. It includes many interviews with Hakka people and shrewd observations

are made. A wealth references makes this a valuable resource book, but can also be read by

the general reader. Each of the seven chapters are written by well qualifies academics who

are anthropologists or sociologists. I am surprised however and a little concerned that, from

their names, not one appears to be Chinese!”

The book by Leonzio has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 4 people have provided feedback.
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