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A Cultural Study of Hakka Folk Songs

A Cultural Study of Hakka Folk Songs

Abstract; Hakka is a branch of Han Nationality which evolved into being
during their migration from the Central Plains to the South of China during various
phases. The Hakka culture is a typical immigrant culture of the Han people and
the Hakka folk songs are an important cultural scene.

Hakka folk songs have been subject to the special geographical, economic,
cultural, political and traditional influences. Their emergence and development is
a gradual process along the Hakka people’ s southward migration.

According to the characteristics and principles of the traditional classifica-
tion, Hakka folk songs fall into six categories, namely, love songs, life songs,
didactic songs, nursery rhymes and miscellaneous songs. An analysis of these
songs show the Hakka people’s interest and spirit embodies therein.

Influenced by Chinese traditional literature since the Book of Songs, Hakka
folk songs trace their origin to the constant clashes between and cultural of the
Central Plains and the Southern native culture, with the former gradually infiltra-
ting into the latter. That is why the Hakka folk songs are vigorous and robust in
styles like the Northern folk songs while they retain the grace and temperance of
the Southern folk songs. With their forms varying between AAAB and AABA,
tetrameter in lines of seven characters, there is a number of techniques em-
ployed, such as puns, overlapping analogy, hyperbole, elaboration and meta-
phor.

Due to the historical causes their evolution and present status, the Hakka
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S
folk songs are characterized by the Hakka society and culture, which are typically
traditional, extensive, regional, emotional and rich in wisdom. It is good for the
development of tourism if we can promote the inherit Hakka folk songs.

Key words: Hakka folk songs, emergence and classification, origin and

style, artistic and cultural characteristics, folk ways, tourism development
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Chapter One

The Hakka Folk Songs Study .
Spectra and Achievements

I. The Spectra of Hakka Folk Songs

As a form of folk literature, Hakka folk songs have been principally kept in
oral transmission and writing in addition, their expressions being solos, duets in
mountains and fields and public singing contests. They are lively and interesting
constituents of folk literature that has ample cultural characteristics and rich psy-
chological personalities of the Hakka people. They serve as a mirror held up to
society and time that reflects the spirit, conventions, mindset and aesthetics of
Hakka people and Hakka community as a whole.

It is supposed that the study of Hakka folk songs involves these aspects.
However, the sad fact is there still much room for improvement. To begin with,
most of the researchers are literary and historical critics who are apt to fix their
eyes on the literary texts and history of Hakka folk songs, the former in particu-
lar, have generated many stylistic studies that focus upon the synchronic phenom-
ena in literature, such as structure, tempo, style and theme. It is, therefore, ob-
vious that the diachronic research in the structural and stylistic development of
the Hakka folk songs, conditioned by economic and social facts, has not been ad-
equately carried out. The current genetic research of the Hakka folk songs fail to

account for the social, cultural, economic, political intricacies that have made
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the stylistic development possible on the one hand; and it fails to understand the
developmental view of the Hakka folks, and therefore fails to present a clear pic-
ture of the origins, mutations and modes on the other hand. Furthermore, the
comparative study of the folk songs between Hakka people and other nationalities
is still scarce, which makes it difficult for researchers concerned to identify their
unique marks, let alone their characteristics and achievement. Stalin once said
that every nation, small or big, has her own essential characteristics and distine-
tiveness exclusively belonging to her own, and they contribute to the treasure
house of the world culture by supplementing and enriching it. In this light, it is
necessary and valid to understand the cultural mentality through folk songs, which
is the value of a comprehensive study of Hakka folk songs.

Up to now, besides Hakka literature, there has been research of of Hakka
folk culture and music, which is nevertheless not adequate, and the analytic
study of the Hakka folk songs, on the basis of the her cultural conventions, ethni-
cal psychology including spirit and character, ethnical modes of thinking, beliefs
and value judgment, is still quite scarce, to say nothing of any exact and persua-
sive logical demonstrations concerned. We should, therefore, collect the histori-
cal folk songs and contemporary material of Hakka folk songs as the guide and
frame of reference of the comprehensive study in order to acquire clear and sound
knowledge of the Hakka community sociologically, anthropologically and aestheti-
cally.

Examples are always beneficial. Currently, the commitment to Hakka stud-
ies in Hong Kong and Taiwan is deepening. The economic focus shifted to South-
east Asia will bring about shift of the cultural focus in degrees. To accommodate
this trend, looking for one’s cultural root has become a fad. The ancestral search
not only means looking for one’s ancestors, but also means the identification with
his cultural origin and attention to the cultural trend, which engenders the urgen-
cy of reinforcing the comprehensive study of the mainland Hakka culture, with an

aim to end our backward research situation and join and then lead the research in
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this area as soon as possible. We must, for this purpose, aim high and look far in
researching Hakka folk songs by drawing heavily on the research achievement
both at home and abroad, and publish original works. This is our emphasis and

target. Only hard work can help us realize our desired goal.

II. Achievements of Hakka Folk Songs Research

As far as the author of the book is concerned, the early attention to the Hak-
ka folk songs in the academic circle was paid to the debate of Hakka and indige-
nous people. Huang Zunxian had accumulated and recognized Hakka folk songs
in the later period of Qing Dynasty before Hakka Studies became a discipline. In
early 20" century, Li Jinfa, author of Love Songs of Easter Guangdong, Luo
Xianglin, author of Easter Guangdong Lyrics, Zhong Jingwen, author of A Collec-
tion of Hakka Love Songs, and writers like Zhu Xizu and Zhu Ziqing showed their
interest in Hakka folk songs while Zhang Ziping incorporated Hakka folk songs in-
to his novels. These precursors have made great achievement in collecting Hakka
folk songs and making comparative study between Hakka folk songs and other eth-
nical folk songs. They benefited much from the Lyrical Study Seminars launched
in Peking University and Zhongshan University as a result in a way of Hakka vs
Indigenous debate in the twenties and thirties of the 20th century. Owing to the
special context, the researchers used excessive words of praise in their study of
literary techniques instead of broader perspectives.

From 40s to the end of 70s of the last century, researchers contributed very
little to the Hakka Studies except some collected and revised folk songs such as
Hakka Love Songs by Jiang Cheng and Shi Dan, which was very popular indeed.
In Taiwan, Hakka folk songs have until this day been collected, revised, written
and researched along with the diasporic cultural study and the promotion of Hakka
dialect as one of the methods to promote Hakka dialect, which is also a political

and economic measure to win diasporic independence because of the long-term
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problem of diasporas.

Since 1980s, with the triad project of “folk lore, folk tales and folk pro-
verbs” well under way, and accelerated by the overseas root-search fad, the im-
plementation of the open policy and foreign investment invitation, a series of re-
search achievement has been made in the upsurge of Hakka Studies. Yan Yun-
tong and Ling Huojin of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region publisbed Guangxi
Hakka Folk Songs Study, Huang Huoxing of Guangdong Province 1900 Selected
Hakka Folk Songs, Hu Xizhang and others A Complete Book of Hakka Folk
Songs , Hu Xizhang Who’s Who of the Hakka Folk Songs : A Brief Introduction, Ye
Yunzhang and Huang Huoxing Appreciation of Hakka Folk Songs, Luo Xuan and
Yang Chun of south Jiangxi King of Hakka Folk Songs, A Novel. Besides, there
have been collections of folk songs published by some cities, such as Xingguo
Folk Songs, Folk Songs of the Origin of the East Branch of Pearl River, and es-
says like A Discussion of Hakka Folk Songs by Zhong Luoyuan of Sichuan Prov-
ince.

Let us discuss two instances to show what was go-
ing on in Hakka Studies during this period. Huang
Huoxing had amassed material for his 1900 Selected
Hakka Folk Songs before he published Meizhou Land-
scape: A Selection of Hakka Folk Literature. The for-
mer book is now really difficult to find although 75,000
copies were printed. This book collects a large number

of folk songs, most of them being love songs arranged

in the development of relationship, and further subcat-

egorized into prelude, introduction, antiphony, com-

Xie shuilian, one of the

position, question, courtship, refusal, family back- Red Army Singers, is teach-
ing the Hakka Fove song.

ground, age, qualifications, first love, exhortation, ¢ by Gong Yinghua

parting, love-sickness, sighs, reprimand, jilting and

consolation. Most of them are still popular and are carefully chosen with care
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from The Hakka Folk Songs of East Guangdong and substantiated for publication
of Travel Companion. This book also includes ten more songs such as Love Songs
of Overseas Chinese Hometown , Ten Visits to Taiwan for A Missing Husband and
Tail Against Tail. It is also prefaced by Yi Zheng, a poet and critic,and conelu-
ded with Words at the End of the Book, a postscript by the author himself.

In his Preface The Artistic Beauty of Hakka Love Songs, Yi Zheng captures
the beauty of Hakka love songs with his poetic sensuality, saying that “they re-
veal deep love, ardent pursuits and good wishes of the true nature of the laborers,
without any embellishment and affectation on the one hand; they have strong
earthly aroma, striking mountainous color and deft use of analogy and association
that constitute their artistic characteristics on the other. ”

Besides, metaphors are effectively employed to express the Hakka people’s
feelings because they are derived from life and work and add a special interest to
the Hakka love songs. Yizheng’s Meizhou Landscape: A Selection of Hakka Folk
Literature is a combination of paperwork with videos as a collection of the Hakka
literary pieces which include love songs.

The Folk Songs of the East River Source compiled by Lu Xianxing is a work to
commemorate the anniversary of Hong Kong’s return to China. This work has five
parts; folk songs and love songs, long songs and ditties, Ballads of the Soviet Ar-
ea, Children’s songs and ballads, idioms and proverbs, and it is prefaced by
Zhang Tao, chairman of Jiangxi Folk Art and Literature Association, and conclu-
ded with a postscript by the compiler himself. The east river has its source at An
Yuan, a county in the south Jiangxi province. The History of Ming Dynasty re-
cords that there is a river called dragon river, which lies in the south of Long
Chuan, that flows from An Yuan county. As this river flows to Hong Kong, this
book takes in folk songs that are popular in the Hakka region of the upper stream
of the East River, by blending into them local oral literary pieces and Hakka cul-
ture. In his postscript, Zhang Tao evaluates these folk songs as numerous, popu-

lar and sentimental since they adopt the local language to express strong feelings
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of men and women. It also contains An Yuan idioms and proverbs as well as folk
cultural legends and stories, which is very helpful to the understanding of this re-
gion.

These two instances show that the study of Hakka folk songs can roughly be
categorized into material collection, textual reading and creation based on the
subject-related folk songs. It is regrettable that up to this day, some works are
still confined to the literary devices, such as A Research of the Hakka Folk Songs
of Guangxi Autonomous Region and Comprehensive Knowledge of Hakka Folk
Songs. They have set limits to the research in this area but also opened new aca-
demic possibilities as well.

During this period, also published were Xingguo Folk Songs and A Research
of the Hakka Folk Songs of Jiangxi Province , which made contributions to the col-
lection and analyses of lyrics and musical notations. More encouraging was that
the academic team of Zhongshan University, out of the textual confines, re-
searched into Hakka folk songs by way of folklore, anthropology and religion and
made substantial achievements, such as Hakka Folk Songs by Liu Xiaochun and
others, one of the series of non-material cultural heritage, Singing and Gods-Wor-
shipping : Lives of the Hakka Women in Villages and Towns, a doctoral dissertation
by Xu Xiaoying, A Literature View of Hakka Folk Songs Study and The Sunset
Glow of the Hakka Folk Songs by Jie Liying who also discussed Hakka folk songs
in her doctoral dissertation in which she insists on the importance of the interac-
tion between singing background, singers and audience in the framework of the
passing and protection of the non-material cultural heritage. Besides, Wang Wei-
na, a doctor of Zhongshan University, conducted field study in Changting county,
Fujian, of Hakka folk songs, which is expected to be fruitful.

A Cultural Study Hakka Folk Songs, likewise, attempts to make interpreta-
tions of the weaknesses in the study of the literary devices, such as types of Hak-
ka folk songs, the use of Hakka dialect, Hakka folk songs and customs. With a

view to Hakka culture, special emphasis will be laid upon the external study of
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Hakka folk songs, that is, to investigate the cultural origins, Hakka folk songs
and women, the relationship between Hakka folk songs and folkways and cultural
patterns by way of sociology, cultural anthropology and folklore, together with
field study, so that a tentative explanation can be made of its origins, types, con-
notations and innovations.

For this book, I have made many preparations for almost ten years, from the
time when I studied as a graduate student. in Sichuan University to the d.';lys when
I presided over On Hakka Folk Songs, a provincial project of Jiangxi Educational
Department and The Hakka Literary History of Fujian, Guangdong and Jiangxi,
a National Social Science Planning Fund project in recent years, in which I made
a systematic study of Hakka culture and literature and published Hakka Culture
and Literature and History of Hakka Literature. These two books, incorporated
with creations of men of letters and oral legends as well new reflections upon Hak-
ka culture and literature, provide the basis for this book. I have also published a
dozen of articles, such as The Cultural Context of Hakka Folk Songs, The Cultur-
al Interpretation of Hakka Folk Songs, A Tentative Discussion of the Formation of
Hakka Folk Songs and The Styles of Hakka Folks Songs in Journal of Gannan Nor-
mal University, Literary Critique, Journal of Jiaying University, the Periodical of
Hakka Research and Agricultural Archaeology, and 1 have been awarded prizes for
some articles by Jiangxi Literary Association and Jiangxi Social Science Associa-
tion. I have also been recognized by Liu Shahe, a famous poet, Professor Zhang
Fang of Sichuan University Professor Wang Jianzhong of Beijing Normal Universi-

ty and praised by the anonymous experts with the national social science projects.



