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Abstract  
In their own unique way, Chinese ethnic diasporas function as their own authentic forms of 
globalization. The ebbs and flows of Chinese migration over the centuries have culminated in 
the creation of a vast, global network of overseas Chinese. Entangled within this global network 
of overseas Chinese are the Hakka people. Hakka minority groups can be found globally and 
have recently experienced a resurgence in certain areas of South East Asia, particularly in 
Thailand. It has been largely problematic that the legitimacy of ethnic variation and diversity 
that exists within the Sino-Thai diaspora has been unrecognized by mainstream Thai society 
Consequently, transnational agencies attempting to re-establish the Hakka culture are also 
working in juxtaposition to Mainland China’s “transnational ethnic unity” initiatives. This article 
will attempt to examine how the Hakka identity fits within the broader overseas Chinese 
narrative. 
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Introduction 
For centuries, there have been migrants moving from China and Taiwan to other Asian 

and European countries, particularly, in South East Asia.  Over 19 million ethnic Chinese 
currently live outside of China, majority of whom have settled in South East Asia and North 
America1. The millions of people of Chinese descent who have settled outside of China and 
Taiwan are often referred to as ‘overseas Chinese’. The most dominant form of Chinese 
migration is referred to as “Huashang”2 migration, wherein Chinese traders began to settle 
outside of China in other host countries, more notably occurring at the outset of the Opium 
Wars of 1839-42 and 1856-603. To be clear, ‘Huashang’ refers to a classification of migratory 
pattern established by traders, artisans, and miners during the Song Dynasty, mostly occurring 
in the southernmost provinces of China such as Fujian and Guangdong.4 Upon the forced 
opening of ports along the Chinese coastlines, a wave of poverty struck the country and many 
began to search for a more prosperous life outside of China. Most overseas Chinese in South 
East Asia can trace their roots to the southern Guangdong Province (geographic proximity was 
a major facilitator for the Huashang migration). Though, more strict migration control policies 
would later be put into place after the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
in 1952.  

Nevertheless, many of these poverty-stricken Chinese migrated south and settled in 
regional South East Asia, in countries such as Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia. A 
large distribution of overseas Chinese that have settled in South East Asian states are mostly 
of Han, Cantonese, Hokkien, and finally, Hakka ethnicity, with the latter being one of the 
smallest overseas Chinese ethnic groups. Hakka Chinese people have existed in China for 
centuries, with their origins being traced from the south of China, from provinces such as Fujian, 
Sichuan, Zhejiang, and Hainan. Hakka Chinese people speak their own dialect of Chinese, also 
called ‘Hakka’, and like many other Chinese ethnics engage in speaking their own respective 
ethnic dialects such as Cantonese or Hokkien. Hakka migrant groups initially referred to 
themselves as ‘guests’ in their host countries, which translates as ‘Hakka,’5 and over time, this 
word was used to mark their identity. Today, Hakka populations are prominent in regional 
Southeast Asia, particularly in Sarawak Malaysia. In fact, local Hakkas in Sarawak are known 
to speak a modified version of Hakka called “Ho Poh”.6 In contrast, Thai-Hakkas have 
historically not been encouraged to embrace their Hakka cultural and ethnic heritage, as a result 
of oppressive Thai acculturation policies. However, recent years have seen a shift in the status-

 
1 Amy L. Freedman, Political Participation and Ethnic Minorities: Chinese Overseas in Malaysia, Indonesia, 

and the United States, (New York, Routledge, 2000) 
2 The Huashang Migration pattern refers to the movement of Chinese merchants and artisans going abroad 
3 Dudley L. Poston Jr., Michael Xinxiang Mao, Mei-Yu Yu, “The Global Distribution of the Overseas Chinese 

Around 1990,” Population Distribution Review, vol. 20, no. 3 (1994): pages 631-645 
4 Aris Anata and Evi Nurdivya Arifin, International Migration in Southeast Asia (Institute of Southeast Asian 

Studies: Singapore, 2004), 88 
5 Li-Jung Wang, “Toward transnational identity? The reconstruction of Hakka identity in Thailand,” (2018) 
6 Poston, et al, 1994 
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quo on the contention of Hakka identity. A younger generation of Hakka people are now being 
called to embrace the Hakka culture, dialect, and tradition by Hakka associations.7 However, 
the reassertion of the Hakka identity faces challenges on the national and global levels as it 
betrays both Thai and Mainland Chinese ideas on Hakka ethnicity. This article will be examining 
the construction of the Hakka transnational identity within Thai society and the extent to which 
this fits in the broader Chinese narrative on ‘Chinese identity’.  

The Hakka Diaspora Experience in Thailand 
Many of the ethnic Chinese living in Thailand have been present since the Northern 

Song dynasty (960-1117).8 Initially, Thailand was not welcoming to  Chinese immigrants, with 
political propaganda characterizing them as ‘Jews of the East’, a phrase coined by King 
Vajiravudh in 19149. Although there have been several waves of Chinese migration in Thailand, 
this paper will be focusing on more recent waves of Chinese migration, specifically Hakka 
migration. The most recent wave of Hakka to Thailand, migrated from Taiwan after the 1980s, 
thus culminating in the resurrection of a new Hakka identity. The first wave of Hakka migration 
took place in 1909, which resulted in Hakkas representing 13.7% of the Chinese population in 
Thailand. Most of the Hakka ethnic groups in Thailand inhabit the southern regions of Hatyai 
and Bentong. In Thailand, Chinese minorities have little political or social credibility in society 
due to the Thai government’s implementation of a long-term assimilation policy during its’ 
nationalist campaign from 1939 to 194210. Furthermore, mainstream Thai society regards 
Chinese ethnics as one whole group and rarely distinguishes between the different Chinese 
ethnic groups. 

Consequently, the legitimacy of ethnic variation and diversity that exists within the 
Sino-Thai diaspora has been largely unrecognized by mainstream Thai culture. Even though 
Chinese ethnic minorities were unable to develop and strengthen their ties with the Hakka 
identity, the Hakka identity did not completely disappear as it remained through family 
inheritance and associations. The Thai-Hakka identity is the result of the intermingling of 
cultures at a transnational, national, and local levels. The historical museum Rayong Hakka Hall, 
located in the south of Thailand, acknowledges that the Taiwanese-Hakka ethnic group that 
immigrated to Thailand during the 1980s injected a new vitality into the Hakka identity. Even 
older generations of Hakka ethnics began to reassert their own Hakka identity. As the relations 
between China and Hakka flourished after the 2000s, the Thai-Hakka ethnic group began to 
actively establish relations with their original homeland. These transnational linkages then 

 
7 The Borneo Post, “Learn to be a True Hakka,” 2012 https://www.theborneopost.com/2012/02/04/learn-to-be-

a-true-hakka/ 
8 Palita Prattanasanti, “A Thai who has Chinese blood: Acculturation and identity perception among the third 

generation Sino-Thai in Bangkok”, Centre for East and South East Asian Studies, Lund University (2019): 

https://lup.lub.lu.se/student-papers/search/publication/8996998 
9 Adam McKeown, “Conceptualizing Chinese Diasporas,” The Journal for Asian Studies, vol. 58, no. 2 (1999): 

pages 306-337 
10 Prattanasanti, P, “A Thai who has Chinese blood: Acculturation and identity perception among the third 

generation Sino-Thai in Bangkok” (2019) 

https://www.theborneopost.com/2012/02/04/learn-to-be-a-true-hakka/
https://www.theborneopost.com/2012/02/04/learn-to-be-a-true-hakka/
https://lup.lub.lu.se/student-papers/search/publication/8996998
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began re-establishing the Thai-Hakka identity. Over the course of time, overseas Hakka began 
to visit Taiwan after the establishment of the Hakka Affairs Council in the year 2000. Not only 
did this legitimize the transnational Hakka identity, this movement also had a robust impact on 
neighbouring countries such as Malaysia and Singapore.  

Transnational Hakka Identities  
 The term transnational identity refers to immigrant groups who build their lives across 
various nations as a result of technological advancements and ‘cultural transnationalization’. 
Transnational identities are explained by the flourishing of new transnational mediums of 
cultural exchanges.11 Moreover, transnational individuals often relate their identity to more than 
one culture, having lived in neither the country of their ancestors, nor being party to the ethnic 
majority of the country in which they are residing. In the case of Hakka peoples, this concerns 
the increasing accessibility to      Hakka culture, available through channels such as      Hakka 
television programs     , and Hakka pop music. As such, these transnational media flows have 
contributed to the emboldening of the Hakka diaspora in Thailand. In recent times, increasing 
numbers of Hakkas in Thailand, as well as regional South East Asia have sought to reconnect 
with their roots. In Kuching, Malaysia, the Deputy Works Minister asserted the need for more 
associations to continue to work to preserve and promote Hakka culture, and advocated for      
the Hakka community to play a more active role in Malaysian society.12 In this age of 
globalization, a plethora of transnational mediums and organizations are at the disposal of this 
new generation of Thai-Hakka, seeking to come to terms with the complexity of their identities. 
The Hakka Affairs Council, established in 2001, is the foremost Hakka organization in the 
world, and has sought to strengthen Hakka culture in Taiwan and to act as a global platform of 
cultural exchange for the 4.53 million Hakkas around the world.13 The Council has acted as a 
conduit to deepening transitional connections for Hakkas through various online mediums; 
research publications, an e-learning centre for learning the Hakka dialect, recipes of traditional 
Hakka dishes, and even promotes traditional Hakka art and music. Essentially, the Hakka Affairs 
Council is the conduit to which the dispersion of Hakka culture and language is facilitated. 

Overseas Chinese: Transitional Ethnic Unity 
Prior to the 80’s wave of Hakka migration, many Thai-Hakka      had forgotten how to 

speak the tongue of their ancestors, but this revitalization of the Hakka cultural and ethnic 
identity has given      agency and purpose to many to find themselves in a Hakka context. This 
emboldening of Hakka transnationalism has essentially culminated in the establishment of a 
second tier cultural Hakka identity for today's Thai-Hakka. This Hakka ethnic unity juxtaposes 
Mainland China’s “ethnic unity” policy. The Mainland Chinese conception of Chinese identity 

 
11 Li-Jung Wang, “Toward transnational identity? The reconstruction of Hakka identity in Thailand,” (2018) 
12 The Borneo Post, “Learn to be a True Hakka,” 2012  
13 Hakka Affairs Council, 

https://english.hakka.gov.tw/Content/Content?NodeID=188&PageID=34916&LanguageType=ENG, published 

5th of June, 2018 

https://english.hakka.gov.tw/Content/Content?NodeID=188&PageID=34916&LanguageType=ENG
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has been quite monochrome and its assimilation policies certainly reflect this. It is no secret that 
Beijing practices oppressive policies on its own soil, placing Uyghur minorities in “re-education 
camps”14, while simultaneously, Chinese leaders have pursued “transnational ethnic unity”15 
initiatives beyond the Mainland’s borders. Much of the rhetoric on this elevated transnational 
Chinese identity fits into the context of the “rejuvenation” narrative. Many ethnic minorities are 
being called back to the Mainland, with lucrative offers of permanent residency cards and the 
promise of welcoming arms. In relation to the Mainland, overseas Chinese are perceived as 
much more than merely an extension of the Mainland. The overseas Chinese serve as a ploy to 
demonstrate the cultural diversity of the Mainland. Conversely, the idea of national unity 
propagated by the Mainland is oriented around the ‘Han’ ethnic majority.16In a most twisted 
manner, ethnic Chinese minorities have been rejected from both the Mainland, the origin of 
their eminence, and also alienated or forced to assimilate in their respective host countries. The 
only real sense of belonging for Hakka peoples is achieved through transnational mediums such 
as online facilities provided by the Hakka Affairs Council. To be Hakka is to identify with a global 
cultural network that transcends borders.  

Conclusion 
 The Chinese state’s transnational ethnic unity policies have intentionally nationalized 
the transnational Chinese identity under the banner of a ‘Han’ ethnic Chinese movement whilst 
preaching acceptance of all Chinese ethnic minorities. In juxtaposition to the Mainland 
contention on “ethnic unity”, there are smaller movements taking place, slowly resurrecting 
what was once thought to be forgotten, bringing a sense of belonging to Chinese ethnic 
minorities. Thailand is a particularly perplexing example to examine in the case of Hakka 
minorities because of the implications its previously harsh assimilation policies had on its Hakka 
diaspora. Up until the 1980’s, Thai-Hakka were almost at a point of no return, many of the 
Hakka traditions, culture, and language had failed to be passed onto the new generations due 
to Thailand’s assimilation policies. While there is no current evidence to suggest that the Hakka 
resurgence is causing any friction in Thailand, we can posit that the reassertion of Hakka 
identity most certainly would not be welcomed by the Mainland. The Hakka global identity 
appears to exist at odds with Beijing’s conception of the global Chinese ethnic identity and is 
very much overshadowed by the Mainland’s efforts to promote its vision of the Chinese ethnic 
identity. Moreover, each Hakka diaspora has a unique experience of developing its own 
transnational Hakka identity at both the local, and the global levels, and is in a constant state 
of negotiation between the overseas Chinese identity, the Mainland ‘Han’ Chinese identity, and 
host countries’ identities. 

 
14 Richard Rice, “Big Brother Speaks Mandarin: Ethnic Eradication in Xinjiang,” Virginia Review of Asian 

Studies, no. 21 (2019): pages: 46-53, ISSN: 2169-6309 
15 Elena Barabansteva, “Who are the Overseas Chinese Ethnic Minorities? China’s Search for Transnational 

Ethnic Unity,” SAGE Publications, vol. 38, no.1 (2012): pages 78-109, doi: 10.1177/0097700411424565 
16 Barabansteva, “Who are the Overseas Chinese Ethnic Minorities? China’s Search for Transnational Ethnic 

Unity,” (2012) 
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