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THE MARGINALIZED OTHER:
RUDOLPH LECHLER AND HIS NARRATIVES
ON THE HAKKA PEOPLE

ZHAO RUIJUAN

ABSTRACT Western missionaries have made significant contributions to the study of
Hakka culture since the late Qing period, and their influence cannot be overlooked.
Among the vast body of research, the writings on Hakka by Rudolf Lechler, a missionary
of the Basel Mission, stand out for their distinctive features. On the one hand, Lechler
participated in contemporary discussions alongside other late Qing missionaries to China,
inheriting missionary concerns about Chinese society through the Ming and the Qing
periods. From perspective of the “other”, he documented and evaluated the Hakka people
and their culture. On the other hand, unlike most of his contemporaries who tended to
“idealize” the Hakkas, Lechler adopted a particular “critical realist” stance. Although he
acknowledged the common view that the Hakkas were Han descendants coming from
the Central Plains, he would understand Hakka cultural characteristics and historical
circumstances through the lens of economic realities and social condition. Unfortunately,
this approach means his writings were often not included in the wider discussions on the
ethnic identity construction of Hakka elites in the early twentieth century. The rediscovery
of Lechler’s narratives reveals diverse missionary writings on the Hakka people and offers
a key historical source that enables us to grasp the complex ethnic relations in late Qing
China beyond any simplified binary oppositions.
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