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PREFACE 

The Hmong refugees from Laos have come t o  the  
United S t a t e s  and other Western countr ies  a s  pa r t  of 
the  more genera l  flow of refugees which ensued from 
t h e  Communist v i c t o r i e s  i n  Vietnam and Laos i n  1975. 
The Hmong have a t t r a c t e d  the  a t t e n t i o n  of scholars  
from around t h e  country because of t h e  unique problans 
of rese t t lement  and c u l t u r a l  adapta t ion they face.  
Their a r r i v a l  i n  our communities has provided many of 
us  an opportunity t o  study a t r i b a l  people suddenly 
brought i n t o  contact  wi th  a Western society.  

This volume is t h e  product of a na t iona l  Hmong 
Research Conference held at  t h e  Universi ty of Minneso- 
t a  on October 2 and 3 ,  1981. With t h e  exception of 
t h e  con t r ibu t ion  of Johns and St recker ,  who were un- 
a b l e  t o  a t t e n d ,  t h e  a r t i c l e s  co l l ec ted  he re  a r e  re-  
vised ve rs ions  of t h e  papers presented a t  t h e  confer- 
ence. Many d i s c i p l i n e s ,  sub jec t s ,  and points  of view 
a r e  represented because of the  d i v e r s i t y  of people 
who a r e  now working wi th  t h e  Hmong. But the re  is ,  we 
bel ieve ,  a common theme throughout. A l l  of the  a r t i -  
c l e s  relate t o  t h e  Hmong a s  they a r e  seen i n  the  
West and t h e  problems they f a c e  a s  a refugee popula- 
t ion .  The p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  t h e  conference were drawn 
together because of a common i n t e r e s t  i n  t h i s  popula- 
t i o n ,  not  because of common d i s c i p l i n a r y  i n t e r e s t s .  

The volume has  been organized i n t o  f i v e  sect ions.  
The f i r s t  i s  devoted t o  an introductory essay by Yang 
Dao, presented a s  the  keynote address a t  t h e  confer- 
ence, i n  which he o u t l i n e s  the  recent  h i s to ry  of h i s  
people. The s e c t i o n  on "Hmong Cul ture  and Culture 
Change" includes d iscuss ions  of var ious  aspects  of 
I-hnong customs, b e l i e f s ,  and p r a c t i c e s  which have been 
ca r r i ed  over and. i n  some cases changed i n  the  process 
of rese t t lement .  "Hmong Language and Communication" 
includes a n  a r t i c l e  on a s p e c i f i c  Hmong grammatical 
s t r u c t u r e  and t h r e e  on a l t e r n a t i v e  forms of communica- 
tion--disguised, poe t i c ,  and musical--in Hmong society.  
"Language Learning Issues" includes r e p o r t s  on s tud ies  



of l i t e r a c y  and language a c q u i s i t i o n  i n  Hmong popu- 
l a t i o n s  i n  Thailand and i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  and dis-  
cussions of problems i n  second language learning and 
of na t iona l  language p o l i c i e s  a f f e c t i n g  refugee adap- 
t a t ion .  The l a s t  sec t ion ,  c a l l e d  "The Hmong i n  
America: Problems and Prospects ,  " includes discus-  
s ions  of severa l  types of problems t h e  Hmong f a c e  
here i n  the  United States--in h e a l t h ,  n u t r i t i o n ,  
community r e l a t i o n s ,  and employment--and t h e  progress 
being made i n  overcoming them. 

We would l i k e  t o  thank a l l  of t h e  authors  f o r  
t h e i r  cooperation i n  making t h e  rapid  pub l ica t ion  of 
t h i s  volume possible.  W e  would a l s o  l i k e  t o  thank 
t h e  Departments of Anthropology, Concerts and Lec- 
tu res ,  East Asian Languages, History,  and Linguis- 
t i c s ,  t h e  Off i c e  of I n t e r n a t i o n a l  Programs, t h e  Grad- 
ua te  School, t h e  College of L ibera l  Arts, and the  Lao 
Student Association, a l l  of t h e  Univers i ty  of Minne- 
so ta ,  f o r  t h e i r  support of t h e  conference and t h i s  
volume. We especia l ly  want t o  thank t h e  t y p i s t s ,  
Chris McKee and Pam Antonich, f o r  t h e i r  pa t ience  and 
s k i l l f u l  work, and our a s s i s t a n t ,  Vang Vang, and 
CURA's e d i t o r ,  J u d i t h  Weir, f o r  help wi th  ed i t ing  and 
proofreading. F ina l ly ,  w e  g r a t e f u l l y  acknowledge t h e  
very strong support that t h e  Southeast Asian Refugee 
Studies Projec t  has received from t h e  Center f o r  U r -  
ban and Regional Af fa i r s ,  without which t h i s  volume 
would not e x i s t .  

March 1, 1982 Bruce T. Downing 
Douglas P. Olney 



A Note on Hmong Orthography 

A l l  re ferences  t o  elements of t h e  Hmong lan- 
guage i n  t h i s  volume a r e  presented i n  the  Romanized 
Popular Alphabet (RPA), which has become t h e  standard 
orthography f o r  Hmong a t  l e a s t  i n  t h e  West. Some 
authors  have a l s o  presented, i n  addi t ion ,  t h e i r  own 
phonetic o r  phonemic t r a n s c r i p t i o n s  of o r a l l y  e l i c -  
i t e d  data .  

The RPA was devised by American and French 
miss ionar ies  and introduced i n  Laos i n  1953. It rep- 
r e s e n t s  a l l  of the  consonant, vowel and tone d i s t inc -  
t i o n s  of Hmong wi th  ordinary Roman letters, e n t i r e l y  
avoiding s p e c i a l  symbols and d i a c r i t i c s .  

Words i n  Hmong a r e  genera l ly  monosyllabic. The 
orthographic represen ta t ion  of any s y l l a b l e  has t h e  
following genera l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  : 

1. Each word includes one o r  two vowel l e t t e r s  
a i ,  &) representing a simple o r  (e.g. ,  5, e, u, - 

diphthongal vowel nucleus. 

2. Doubling of t h e  same vowel le t ter  (ee ,  00) in- - - 
d i c a t e s  n a s a l i z a t i o n  of t h e  vowel and possibly,  
depending on t h e  d i a l e c t ,  a sy l l ab le - f ina l  con- 
sonant sound l i k e  orthographic -ng i n  English. 
(There a r e  no o the r  f i n a l  consonants i n  Hmong .) 

3 .  Preceding che vowel t h e r e  may be one t o  four 
consonant letters, indicat ing an i n i t i a l  conso- 
nant  or  consonant c l u s t e r .  The letter h follow- 
ing another consonant ind ica tes  a s p i r a t i o n  of 
t h e  preceding sound, so t h a t  ph is  s imi la r  t o  
t h e  English p i n  p a t  ( i n  con t ras t  wi th  the  un- 
asp i ra ted  p i n  speak). An i n i t i a l  h ( i n  the  
sequences hm, - - hn, - h l )  marks the  sound it 
accompanies a s  vo ice less .  The l e t t e r  n preced- 
ing another consonant ind ica tes  pr enasa l i za t  ion; 
it  i s  pronounced a s  m before  - p; - n before - t ,  d, 
and - r ;  and - ng b e f o r e k .  



4. A consonant letter a s  t h e  l a s t  letter of a 
s y l l a b l e  o r  word represen t s  t h e  tone on which 
t h e  vowel i s  produced, a s  follows: 

high tone 
high f a l l i n g  tone 
mid r i s i n g  tone 
mid tone 
mid-low tone 
mid-low breathy tone 
low g l o t t a l i z e d  tone 
low r i s i n g  tone (a  p red ic tab le  v a r i a n t  of m) - 

Apart from t h i s  s p e c i a l  use  of f i n a l  letters t o  
mark tone, t h e  consonant and vowel letters gen- 
e r a l l y  have fami l i a r  va lues ,  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  excep- 
t ions  being : 

x pronounced l i k e  English s 
s pronounced l i k e  English s h  o r  t h e  s i n  sugar 
z pronounced l i k e  t h e  ~ n ~ l i s h  z i n  azure 
r a r e t r o f l e x  s t o p  sound more l i k e  English - t 

or d than English r 
c a sound l i k e  t h e  - tq sequence i n  English 

f i t  youth -- 
q a sound l i k e  k o r  g but  pronounced wi th  t h e  

back of t h e  t o n g u e f u r t h e r  back i n  t h e  mouth 
w a vowel s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  i n  English - but o r  

unstressed j u s t  
aw a diphthong s imi la r  t o  - w but  prolonged 

One f i n a l  caution t o  t h e  reader:  two d i s t i n c t  
d i a l e c t s  of t h e  Hmong language a r e  spoken by refugees 
i n  t h e  United S ta tes .  These a r e  usual ly  re fe r red  t o  
a s  Blue (or  Green) h o n g  and White Hmong. I n  addi- 
t i o n  the re  a r e  many reg iona l  d i f fe rences  of pronunci- 
a t i o n ,  vocabulary and grammar. The RPA orthography 
was designed t o  provide a s i n g l e  standard w r i t t e n  
form of each word; it w i l l  not theref  o r e  correspond 
t o  an individual ' s  a c t u a l  pronunciation i n  many cases  



PART ONE 

INTRODUCTION 



WHY D I D  THE HMONG LEAVE LAOS? 

Yang Dao 

Translated from French by Sylvianne Downing 

The presence of t h e  Hmong refugees i n  t h e  United 
S ta tes  r a i s e s  many quest ions concerning the  motiva- 
t ions  which drove them t o  leave  Laos i n  g r e a t  numbers 
and choose the  road of ex i l e .  Were they s t r u c k  by 
some kind of f a t e  which has pursued them s i n c e  t h e  be- 
ginning of time? Did they abandon t h e i r  country be- 
cause of a d e s i r e  f o r  adventure or  because of t h e  
nomadic s p i r i t  t h a t  t h e r e  has been a tendency t o  a t -  
t r i b u t e  t o  them? Did they f l e e  t h e i r  houses, t h e i r  
f i e l d s ,  and t h e i r  v i l l a g e s  t o  escape from misery and 
famine? No. The reasons a r e  much deeper. Let u s  
f i r s t  b r i e f l y  r e c a l l  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  soc ie ty  of t h e  
Hmong . 

Generally known under t h e  name of "Meor'--a name 
tha t  the  Hmong do not  accept--the Hmong cons t i tu ted ,  
i n  Laos, a r e l a t i v e l y  homogeneous and important e thn ic  
group. With a s t r eng th  of 300,000 people, they made 
up one t en th  of t h e  t o t a l  population. They hab i tua l ly  
chose the  summits of the mountains t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h e i r  
homes; t h e  land they occupied s t re tched  over n ine  
provinces i n  the  nor th  of t h e  country. 

The s o c i a l  organizat ion of the  Jhong is t h e  re- 
f l e c t i o n  of a menta l i ty  which remains, across  t h e  
ages, deeply impregnated with t h e  concept of group, 

, r e s t i n g  on t h e  family and the  clan.  Accordingly, a l l  
the  people who a r e  descendants of t h e  same ancestor  
l i v e  together,  insofar  a s  i t  is  poss ib le ,  and form a 
r e a l  community of i n t e r e s t  t h a t  t h e  g i r l s  a lone  w i l l  
leave when they g e t  married,  t o  en te r  another s imi la r  
community. I f  t h e  family is  of a somewhat f l e x i b l e  
nature,  t h e  c lan  continues a s  a s t a b l e  e n t i t y .  I n  
Laos the re  a r e  more then twenty c lans  among t h e  Hmong 
and a l l  these  c lans  a r e  exogamous. Two people coming 
from the  same c lan ,  even separated by thousands of 



m i l e s ,  cannot g e t  marr ied ,  being considered as bro ther  
and s i s t e r .  Marr iage,  w a r ,  and mig ra t ions  d i s p e r s e  
t h e  fami ly ,  bu t  t h e  c l a n  ties a r e  permanent. - 

Thi s  is  vhy, as poor as theymay be, t he  Hmong 
f e e l  a sense  of s e c u r i t y  i n  t h e  c l a n  system and i n  
, t h e  network of a l l i a n c e s  formed through marr iage  which 

a s s u r e  themof counse l ,  h e l p ,  and suppor t  by i n t e g r a t -  
ing  t h e m i n t o  t h e  g r e a t  fami ly  of t h e  thnong. This  
s o c i a l  o rgan iza t ion ,  founded on a  millenium of s o l i -  
d a r i t y ,  has  been a b l e  through t h e  c e n t u r i e s  t o  he lp  
t h e  Hmong people  avoid j u v e n i l e  del inquency,  begging , 
and o t h e r  s o c i a l  e v i l s  which ravage most of t h e  un- 
derdeveloped c o u n t r i e s  and which burden many s o c i e t i e s  
considered progress ive .  I n  France and i n  t h e  United 
S ta t e s ,  j u s t  as i n  Laos, a  Hmong cannot l i v e  i s o l a t e d  
wi thout  h i s  o r  h e r  morale being h u r t ,  h i s  o r  he r  l i f e  
d i s r u p t e d  and h i s  o r  h e r  f u t u r e  a f f ec t ed .  This expla ins  
t h e  g r e a t  mob i l i t y  of t h e  Hmong refugees  who every- 
where a r e  t r y i n g  t o  regroup and who i n  t h i s  have 
c o n t i n u a l l y  a s ton i shed  t h e  welcoming count r ies .  

" The t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong economy is based essen- 
t i a l l y  on t h e  r a i s i n g  of c rops  and l i ves tock .  A l -  
though t h e  g e n e r a l  tendency may have been, during t h e  
l a s t  t h i r t y  y e a r s ,  t o  s ea rch  f o r  i r r i g a t e d  r i c e  f i e l d s  
i n  t h e  p l a i n s  which would a l low them t o  become seden- 
t a r y ,  t h e  m a j o r i t y  of t h e  Hmong a r e  s t i l l  us ing  t h e  
" s l a s h  and burn" a g r i c u l t u r e  imposed by t h e  mountain- 
ous topography. It c o n s i s t s  i n  summarily c l e a r i n g  a n  
a r e a  of t h e  f o r e s t  which is later s e t  on f i r e .  The 
s o i l ,  c l e a r e d  and f e r t i l i z e d  by t h e  a shes ,  is  used t o  
produce succes s ive  c rops  a f t e r  which t h e  c u l t i v a t e d  
area is abandoned f o r  a c e r t a i n  per iod  t o  a l low time 

r f o r  t h e  l and  t o  r e g e n e r a t e  i t s e l f .  I n  t h e  c a s e  of t h e  
Hmong people  whose e f f o r t s  are s t i l l  moving toward 

' s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y ,  t h e  growing of food is  of g r e a t  im- 
portnnce. Rice  is t h e  b a s i s  of t h e  Hmong d i e t  wh i l e  
c 's intended f o r  feeding  p o u l t r y ,  p i g s  and horses .  

-nese p r i n c i p a l  c rops  can  b e  added a wide v a r i e t y  
vege tab le s  and p l a n t s .  

I cannot speak t o  you about  t h e  b o n g  wi thout  
mentioning t h e  growing of t h e  opium poppy. The "Meo" 



have o f ten  been accused of having poisoned t h e  
West with t h i s  drug. What is t h e  r e a l  s t o r y ?  The 
opium poppy or ig inated  i n  t h e  Middle East.  Before 
our e ra ,  i t  was a l ready known by t h e  Greeks. Three 
centur ies  before Jesus  C h r i s t ,  Hippocrates prescribed 
it a s  a medication f o r  c e r t a i n  of h i s  pa t i en t s .  It 
seems t h a t  i t  was toward t h e  end of the  18th  century 
tha t  the  Hmong, s t r ipped  of t h e i r  land i n  t h e  p l a i n s  
by t h e  Chinese Imperial Army, s t a r t e d  t o  grow, on t h e  
mountains i n  China, t h e  opium poppy which had been 
introduced i n t o  t h a t  country by t h e  all-powerful . J 5 

B r i t i s h  East Indies  Company. I n  Laos, t h e  Hmong have - 
continued t o  r a i s e  t h i s  crop pr imar i ly  f o r  economic 
and medical reasons. A small  quant i ty  of opium has  a - 
g r e a t  value. Sold raw on t h e  l o c a l m a r k e t s ,  it pro- I 

duced the  necessary income t o  pay taxes  under French 
colonizat ion,  t o  buy cooking u t e n s i l s ,  t o  ob ta in  fab- ' 

r i c s  and clothing,  and t o  send ch i ld ren  t o  school. - 
Opium i s  a t  t h e  same time a medicine and a source of 
re laxat ion and f o r  only a few is it t h e  compelling 
drug t h a t  we know. The Hmong know its analges ic  
power. Isola ted  on t h e i r  mountains, without h o s p i t a l s  - 
o r  doctors and without modern medications, i t  is t h e i r  
only recourse aga ins t  the  fevers  and neura lgia  which 
of t en  ravage t h e i r  region. The Hmong never imagined 
t h a t  t r a f f i c k e r s  of a l l  s o r t s  from t h e  countr ies  of 
Asia and the  West could transform t h i s  opium i n t o  
heroin t o  poison mankind. 

I f  growing crops is t h e  p r i n c i p a l  a c t i v i t y  of t h e  
Hmong, r a i s i n g  l ives tock  never theless  occupies a very 
important p lace  i n  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  economy. Each 
family owns t en  t o  t h i r t y  r o o s t e r s ,  hens and p u l l e t s ,  
f i v e  t o  ten  p igs  and o f t e n  one o r  severa l  horses f o r  
t ranspor ta t ion .  Many herds of steers and buffa loes  
roam t h e  grassy mountains of t h e  Hmong country. 

This h o n g  soc ie ty ,  founded on a t r a d i t i o n a l  
s o l i d a r i t y  and on an economy i n  t r a n s i t i o n ,  has been 
deeply af fec ted  by twenty-five years  of war. The 
bloody repress ions  and t h e  g r e a t  exodus abroad which 
followed t h e  takeover of power i n  Vientiane i n  1975 
by t h e  Pathet  Lao only accelera ted  i ts  d i s l o c a t i o n ,  
indeed i ts  des t ruct ion.  How d i d  t h e  Hmong nf Laos 



g e t  t o  where they a r e ?  To understand t h e  c r u e l  drama 
which p resen t ly  a f f e c t s  t h i s  people of Laos, w e  must 
r e t r a c e  t h e  course of h i s to ry .  

.. The Hmong a r e  one of t h e  most ancient  peoples i n  
' Asia. Their ances tors ,  they say, cu l t iva ted  the  

p l a i n s  of t h e  Blue River and t h e  Yellow River i n  China. 
There they expanded and became prosperous under the  
watchful c a r e  of t h e  s p i r i t s  of t h e i r  ancestors.  

One day, t h i s  peaceful  people was invaded by 
, . hordes of conquerors coming from t h e  north--the Han 
: \Chinese--who p i l l aged  t h e i r  c i t i e s  and v i l l a g e s ,  
-. massacred t h e i r  wives and chi ldren,  and occupied by 

f o r c e  t h e i r  f e r t i l e  lands. Thus began a bloody and 
deadly s t r i f e  t h a t  f o r  four  thousand years would p i t  
the  Hmong aga ins t  t h e  invaders. These invaders gave 
t o  the  Hmong the  appela t ion "Miao ," which l a t e r  be- 
came "Meow and which means "barbarianu--an expression 
formerly used, i n  Europe, by t h e  Romans t o  designate 
o ther  peoples. 

Defeated i n  t h e  end by t h e  troops of t h e  Chinese 
; Fknpire, who were b e t t e r  organized, b e t t e r  equipped, 

- and g r e a t l y  super ior  i n  number, the  Hmong f o r c e  d i s -  
' banded around t h e  middle of t h e  18th  century. A grea t  

number of the  survivors  eventually faced humiliat ion,  
ja i l ,  and death. Thousands of f ami l i e s  undertook 
t h e i r  h i s t o r i c  migrat ion toward the  mouth of the  
g r e a t  r i v e r s ,  cont inual ly  moving through t h e  mountains 
and constant ly  defending themselves i n  order t o  re-  
main f r e e  men and domen. Always following the  ridge- 
l i n e  of t h e  mountains, these  fami l i e s  walked with a 
backpack, holding ch i ld ren  by the hand and pushing t h e i r  
c a t t l e  and horses ahead of them, searching f o r  an 
imagined Eldorado, unaware t h a t  they had j u s t  begun 
one of t h e  longest  adventures of human h i s to ry .  

I n  t h e i r  t h r u s t  toward t h e  south,  t h e  f u g i t i v e  
Hmong penet ra ted  t h e  nor th  of French Indochina a t  the  
beginning of t h e  19 th  century. Their a r r i v a l  i n  Laos 
would d a t e  from 1810-1820. They thought they had 
found, i n  t h a t  "country of mountains and f o r e s t s ,  
l i g h t l y  populated wi th  men but  r i c h  with game," i f  



not a haven of peace a t  l e a s t  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of a 
l i f e  of d ign i ty  f o r  themselves and t h e i r  p o s t e r i t y .  
They were ready t o  en te r  i n t o  a peaceful  coexistence 
with a l l  the  peoples who were a l ready the re ,  but  they 
were a l s o  determined t o  resist any who would a t t a c k  
t h e i r  freedom and t h e i r  s e c u r i t y  o r  who would t r y  t o  
dislodge them from t h e  region,  now considered t h e i r  
property and t h e  property of a l l  t h e  Lactian peoples 
who l ived  there.  

J .. . 4 I .  

When, f o l l ~ y i n g  the  Japanese --- coup de f o r c e  of 
,March 9th ,  1945,, some French survivors  took refuge i n  
t h e i r  mountains, the Hmong , without any thought f o r  
the  consequences, went t o  t h e  a i d  of these  white 
fug i t ives .  I n  keeping wi th  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  hospi- 
t a l i t y ,  they welcomed them, nursed them, fed  them, 
and hid them i n  caves so  t h e  Japanese p a t r o l s  would 
not s e e  them. The Hmong did  no t  know t h a t  t h i s  ac- --. 
t ion ,  which f o r  them was s t r i c t l y  humanitarian, would 
provoke p o l i t i c a l  consequences t o  t h e  extent  of bring- 
ing about the deaths of thousands of them and destroy- 
ing the  s o c i a l  and economic balance t h a t  they had a t -  / 
tempted t o  preserve through t h e  ages. J 

I - -., _ .  ", . > 

Immediately following t h e  c a p i t u l a t i o n  of Japan, 
the  V i e t  Minh and t h e  Pathet  Lao took over t h e  f i g h t  
agains t  the  French presence i n  Indochina. A t  t h e  be- 
ginning, the  b o n g  i n s i s t e d  on remaining n e u t r a l  i n  
t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  and ideological  c o n f l i c t ,  which they 
considered fore ign t o  them. But t h e  Vie t  Minh and 
Pathet  Lao agents began a program of e l iminat ing those 
of t h e  Hmong who had helped t h e  French during t h e  
Japanese occupation; they a r r e s t e d  t h e i r  r e l a t i v e s  and 
displaced t h e i r  f ami l i e s  i n t o  regions  under t h e  con- 
t r o l  of t h e i r  movements. I n  order  t o  escape these  
r e p r i s a l s ,  t h e  b o n g  n a t u r a l l y  turned t o  those  they 
thought could help them defend themselves: t h e  French 
and the  Royal Government of Laos. By f o r c e  of circum- / 
stance,  they found themselves engaged i n  t h e  F i r s t  
War of Indochina. 

After  the  depar ture  of t h e  French from Indochina 
i n  1954, t h e  Hmong of Laos continued t o  f i g h t ,  under 
the Laotian f l a g ,  f o r  t h e i r  s e c u r i t y  and freedom and 



f o r  t h e  independence of t h e i r  country. Urged by the  
?king and t h e  government t o  whom Washington had prom- 

ised  a l l  i t s  support and a l l  i t s  he lp ,  t h e  Hmong rose  
up i n  mass, s t a r t i n g  i n  1961, t o  f i g h t  t h e  Pathet  Lao 
troops and the  North Vietnamese army which was invad- 
ing the  nor thern  provinces of t h e  kingdom. For more 

.than t e n  yea rs ,  t h e  Hmong held f a s t  agains t  t h e  North 
Vietnamese d i v i s i o n s ,  i n  f i g h t i n g  t h a t  produced tens  
of thousands of dead and wounded on both s ides .  "To 
abandon t h e  f i g h t  ,I1 s a id  t h e  Hmong, "is t o  g ive  our 
country t o  the  North Vietnamese." This statement ex- 
p l a i n s  t h e i r  t enac i ty  during t h e  f i e r c e  b a t t l e s  
aga ins t  t h e  b e t t e r  equipped and more numerous North 
Vietnamese s o l d i e r s .  I n  t h i s  "forgotten war" of Laos, 
t h e  Hmong not  only helped t h e  Pentagon avoid sending 
a United S t a t e s  expedit ionary f o r c e  i n t o  t h e  country 

- a s  they d id  i n  South Vietnam, but  they a l s o  p a r t i c i -  
pated i n  t h e  rescue  of many American p i l o t s  whose 
planes had been sho t  down by t h e  North Vietnamese. 
From t h i s  i t  is  easy t o  understand why Hanoi, Moscow, 
and t h e i r  a l l i e s  have accused t h e  "Meo" of beip-g 
11 mercenaries" of t h e  C I A  during the  war and t o  under- 
stand a l s o  t h e  pol icy  of genocide t h a t  they w e r e  going 
t o  enforce aga ins t  t h e  same "Meo" a f t e r  <heir "l ibera-  
tion" of Indochina. 

On February 21, 1973, t h e  Vientiane Accords w e r e  
signed by t h e  Royal Laotian Government and the  Pathet  
Lao, c a l l i n g  f o r  peace and na t iona l  reconci l ia t ion .  
The Hmong, who through t h e  agency of t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  
and m i l i t a r y  l eaders  contributed t o  t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  
of these  accords, brought t h e i r  support t o  t h e  govern- 
ment of na t iona l  u n i t y  under the  leadership  of Prince 
Souvanna Phouma, and t o  t h e  National P o l i t i c a l  Coali- 
t ion Council presided over by Pr ince  Souphanouvong . 
( I  may remind you t h a t  P r ince  Souvanna Phouma repre- 
sented t h e  Laotian r i g h t  and Pr ince  Souphanouvong 
represented t h e  l e f t  .) The b o n g  believed t h a t  un- 
derstanding was poss ib le  between Laotians,  whether 
from the  l e f t  o r  t h e  r i g h t .  Many of them, weary of 
twenty-five years  of war, s t a r t e d  t o  leave  the  army 
t o  r e t u r n  t o  c i v i l i a n  l i f e .  A l l  t he  Hmong were pre- 
paring t o  follow the  eighteen-point po l i t i ca l  program 
elaborated by the National P o l i t i c a l  Coal i t ion  Council 



and approved by t h e  government of na t iona l  u n i t y ,  a  
program which aspi red  t o  "build a Laotian kingdom 
which would be peaceful ,  independent, n e u t r a l ,  demo- 
c r a t i c ,  uni f ied  and prosperous i n  conformity wi th  t h e  
supreme i n t e r e s t  of t h e  fa ther land and i n  order t o  
s a t i s f y  the  ardent  yearnings of t h e  Laotian people of 
a l l  e thnic  backgrounds and t h e  august wishes of H i s  ' 

Majesty t h e  King." But, f o r  t h e  Communists, t h i s  
p o l i t i c a l  program was nothing more than t h e i r  Trojan 
horse. 

OnApril17,1975,Phnom Penh f e l l u n d e r  t h e  regime 
of the  Khmer  Rouge. On Apri l  30th, Saigon f e l l  a l s o  t o  
the  North Vietnamese troops and tanks. InVien t i ane ,  
because of the  presence of many fo re ign  embassies 
which o f f i c i a l l y  supportedthenew p o l i t i c  of "peace 
and nat ional  reconci l ia t ion"  f o r  Laos, t h e  Pathet  Lao 
employed a ruse. They organized 'lspontaneous" popu- 
l a r  manifestat ions i n  t h e  s t r e e t s  demanding t h e  res ig -  
nat ion of the  min i s te r s  and t h e  r i g h t i s t  genera ls .  
They prepared t h e  way f o r  a  Communist m i l i t a r y  a t t a c k  
agains t  Long Cheng, t h e  s i te  of t h e  headquarters of 
the  Commandant of t h e  Second M i l i t a r y  Region, t h e  
Hmong General Vang Pao , whom they considered t h e i r  
number one enemy. This was done by c rea t ing  i n  t h e  
country an atmosphere of general ized hat red  aga ins t  
the  "Meo mercenaries" and by provoking m i l i t a r y  i n c i -  
dents  i n  Sala Phoukhoune, southwest of t h e  P l a i n  of 
J a r s ,  on t h e  l i n e  of demarcation which separated t h e  
zone control led by t h e  r i g h t  from t h a t  of t h e  l e f t .  

Sensing a t r a p ,  t h e  Hmong leaders  decided t o  
evacuate t h e  base a t  Long Cheng on May 14,  1975. The 
base was by then completely i s o l a t e d  from t h e  rest of 
the world and e n t i r e l y  surrounded by t h e  Pathet  Lao 
troops, the  n e u t r a l i s t  s o l d i e r s  who had l a t e l y  r a l l i e d  
t o  t h e  Communist cause, and according t o  what was 
sa id ,  two d iv i s ions  of t h e  North Vietnamese fo rces ,  
a l l  ready t o  storm t h e  l a s t  m i l i t a r y  bas t ion of t h e  
Laotian r i g h t .  To avoid an e thn ic  war, which would 
benef i t  only Hanoi, the  Hmong leaders  took refuge i n  
Thailand. 



A t  the  beginning, the  g r e a t  majori ty of t h e  
Hmong did  not  want t o  leave  Laos, t h e  country t h a t  
they had so f i e r c e l y  defended and f o r  which they had 
shed s o  much blood. Peasants ,  merchants, c i v i l  ser -  
van t s ,  and s o l d i e r s  without much pas t  r e spons ib i l i ty ,  
they thought t h a t  they would be t r ea ted  with leniency 
by t h e  new masters  of t h e  country o r ,  even b e t t e r ,  
they hoped t o  be a b l e  t o  benef i t  from a general  am- 
nes ty ,  such a s  has  exis ted  i n  a l l  countr ies  a f t e r  any 
c i v i l  war. They decided t o  l i v e  under t h e  new regime, 
even i f  i t  be Communist. 

Pathet  Lao s o l d i e r s  s t a r t e d  t o  i n f i l t r a t e  pro- 
g ress ive ly  i n t o  t h e i r  v i l l a g e s .  Very p o l i t e l y ,  one 
who seemed t o  be t h e  leader  would ask each Hmong 
family t o  s h e l t e r ,  by tu rns ,  two of t h e i r  comrades 
who "only want t o  serve  you." But the  Hmong soon 
rea l i zed  t h a t  t h e  two Pathet  Lao placed i n  t h e i r  
family had a s  t h e i r  s o l e  mission t o  watch them night  
and day. They could go nowhere without being accom- 
panied by t h e  two "guardian angels" who claimed t o  be 
assuring t h e i r  s a f e t y  a g a i n s t  "the t e r r o r i s t  a c t i v i -  
t i e s  of t h e  r i g h t i s t  react ionar ies ."  Soon the  husband 
did  not  da re  t a l k  t o  h i s  wife,  nor t h e  parents  t o  
t h e i r  children.  The two Pathet  Lao were l i s t e n i n g  t o  
every word and spying on every move. Nobody could 
t r u s t  anybody. From time t o  time, t h e  people would 
be awakened i n  the  middle of the  n ight  and t h e  houses 
searched under t h e  pre tense  t h a t  a "reactionary" was 
hiding there.  Then t h e  husband or  t h e  son was led 
away, a gun agains t  h i s  back, t o  an unknown dest ina-  
t ion .  A l l ,  young and old ,  men and women, l ived  under 
t h e  f e a r  of being summoned, a t  any t i m e ,  f o r  weeks o r  
even months of forced labor  (e.g.,  t r anspor ta t ion  of 
ammunition and r i c e )  f a r  from t h e i r  family residence,  
o r  f o r  "seminars" (c lasses  of p o l i t i c a l  re-education), 
which a r e  i n  a c t u a l i t y  forced labor camps from which 
no one ever r e tu rns .  The s t r a i n  had become such tha t  
both men and women would crack. Moreover, assassina- 
t i o n s  mul t ip l ied  i n  t h e  Hmong mountains. People were 
k i l l e d  i n  t h e i r  homes and on t h e  way t o  the  f i e l d s .  
Sometimes a whole family would disappear,  l i k e  a cer- 
t a i n  Hmong peasant  from Muong Phoune, who with h i s  
wife  and ch i ld ren  decided t o  go t o  Bom Sone and found 



dea th  wai t ing  f o r  them on t h e  road.  A t  t h e  s i t e s  of 
t hese  crimes t h e  Hmong found s h e l l s  from AKA guns, 
made i n  Russia o r  China. They knew t h a t  t h e  P a t h e t  
Lao t roops  were t h e  only  ones t o  have such weapons. 
But t h e  Communist p o l i t i c a l  commissar c u r t l y  answered 
t h e i r  demands f o r  a n  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  by a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  
" r e a c t i o n a r i e s  from t h e  r i g h t "  have committed t h e s e  
a t r o c i t i e s  a g a i n s t  t h e  people.  And, of cou r se ,  no 
i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of t h e s e  crimes was eve r  begun by t h e  
Pa the t  Lao a u t h o r i t i e s .  

A s  f o r  t h e  men of t h e  Royal Armed Forces ,  r e g u l a r  
and s p e c i a l ,  they were a l l  r equ i r ed  t o  r e g i s t e r  w i t h  
the  Pa the t  Lao m i l i t a r y  o f f i c e  which had r ep laced ,  i n  
Long Cheng, t h e  headquar te rs  of General  Vang Pao, 
forced i n t o  e x i l e  abroad. Seve ra l  thousand Lao, Hmong , 
and Khmu who had fought  under t h e  former commandant of 
t h e  second m i l i t a r y  r e g i o n  came t o  r e g i s t e r ,  t o  show 
t h e i r  s i n c e r i t y  i n  d e s i r i n g  t o  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  g o a l  
of n a t i o n a l  harmony. The P a t h e t  Lao o f f i c e r  immedi- 
a t e l y  had them disarmed, expla in ing ,  "The war is f i n -  
i shed ,  you a r e  n o t  going t o  need your American weapons. 
However, you w i l l  need new i d e a s  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  e f -  
f e c t i v e l y  i n  t h e  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  of ou r  country." Mean- 
while ,  t h e  Pa the t  Lao s o l d i e r s  remained armed t o  t h e  
t ee th .  La te r  t h e  r o y a l i s t  o f f i c e r s  were sepa ra t ed  
from t h e  non-commissioned o f f i c e r s  and p r i v a t e s .  They 
were assembled i n  t h e  audi tor ium of Long Cheng, where 
f o r  a  week t h e i r  heads were s t u f f e d  w i t h  an  in te rmin-  
a b l e  l i s t  of crimes committed dur ing  t h e  long war of 
Indochina by t h e  French, t h e  Americans, t h e  Lao lead-  
e r s  of t h e  o ld  regime, and by General  Vang Pao, whom 
t h e  Communists accused of being t h e  p r i n c i p a l  agent  
of t h e  C I A  i n  Laos. But t h e r e  was n o t  a s i n g l e  c r i t -  
icism o r  condemnation regard ing  t h e  p a s t  of t h e  of -  
f i c e r s  and e n l i s t e d  men who were l i s t e n i n g  a t t e n t i v e l y .  
I n  o rde r  t o  d i s p e l  t h e i r  a n x i e t y ,  t h e  P a t h e t  Lao 
p o l i t i c a l  commissar even gave them t h e  hope of being 
i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  t h e  popular  army, f o r  t h o s e  who so  
des i r ed ,  o r  of r e t u r n i n g  t o  c i v i l i a n  l i f e .  I n  t h e  
meantime, he added, they  would have t o  improve t h e i r  
p o l i t i c a l  educat ion t o  b e t t e r  s e r v e  t h e i r  count ry  and 
social ism.  It was only on t h e  P l a i n  of J a r s  o r  i n  
t h e  mountains of Samneua, a t  t h e  border  of North 



Vietnam, where they w e r e  subsequently s e n t ,  tha t  they 
would l e a r n  t h e  r e a l  f a t e  t h a t  was reserved f o r  them: 
t o  be p o l i t i c a l  pr isoners  i n  hard labor  camps! The 
few escapees from those  camps have reported t h a t  t h e i r  
comrades were t o  se rve  a sentence of f i v e  t o  t h i r t y  
years ,  according t o  t h e i r  rank and t h e i r  responsibi l i ty  
i n  t h e  "puppet army" of Vientiane ( r i g h t i s t )  and ac- 
cording t o  t h e  degree of permeabil i ty of each of the  
11 seminarians" and t h e i r  wi l l ingness  t o  acquire  and 
p r a c t i c e  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  l i n e  of the  Laotian Communist 
par ty .  

To these  s o l d i e r s ,  accused of being "mercenaries 
i n  t h e  employ of the  C I A , "  one must add a g r e a t  number 
of v i l l a g e  heads, d i s t r i c t  l e a d e r s ,  c i v i l  servants ,  
adminis t ra tors ,  teachers,  professors ,  merchants and 
Hmong peasants ,  who w e r e  condemned t o  hard labor  f o r  
having "collaborated" with t h e  o ld  regime, f o r  having 
"propagated c a p i t a l i s t i c  and react ionary  ideas" f o r  
having "exploited the  people" o r  f o r  having been "in 

rcol lus ion"  wi th  the  Americans. Unfortunately, t h e  
Hmong w e r e  not  the  only v ic t ims of t h e  Pathet  Lao 
p o l i t i c  of l i e s ,  born of a d e s i r e  f o r  revenge t h a t  had 
been c a r e f u l l y  c u l t i v a t e d  over a period of t h i r t y  
years. Thousands of Lao p o l i t i c i a n s ,  technic ians ,  
c i v i l  servants ,  and i n t e l l e c t u a l s  have, f o r  s i x  years 
now, been i n  p o l i t i c a l  re-education camps constructed 
along t h e  Lao-Vietnamese border. 

A l l  t h e  refugees corroborate t h e  view tha t  the  
Pathet  Lao wanted t o  build a new Laotian soc ie ty  by 
u t t e r l y  destroying t h e  "corrupt soc ie ty  which had been 
a r t i f i c i a l l y  crea ted  by t h e  French c o l o n i a l i s t s  and 
the  American i m p e r i a l i s t s  with t h e  help of t r a i t o r s  t o  
the  Laotian nation." Speaking of the  r i g h t i s t s ,  the  
Pathet  Lao p o l i t i c a l  commissars have s a i d :  " a l l  the  
harmful old bamboo s t a l k s  must be destroyed, and we 
must l e t  t h e  young shoots grow t h a t  t h e  country w i l l  
need. " 

I n  Apr i l ,  1975, when a delegat ion of t h e  National 
P o l i t i c a l  Coal i t ion  Council, of which I was a member, 
was i n  East Ber l in ,  one of the  vice-presidents  of the 
National Assembly of t h e  German Democratic Republic 



pointed h i s  f i n g e r  a t  m e  and s a i d ,  h i s  eyes on f i r e :  
"It is  because of these  damned Meo t h a t  communism took 
so long t o  come i n t o  being i n  Laos." To t h e s e  s p i t e -  
f u l w o r d s  I answered calmly but  f i rmly a t  an o f f i c i a l  
banquet attended by high o f f i c i a l s  of t h e  country: 

Our delegation did  not  come t o  Ber l in ,  a t  
the  i n v i t a t i o n  of the  National  Assembly of 
t h e  German Democratic Republic, t o  evoke 
what happened i n  t h e  p a s t ,  f o r  which t h e  
r e a l  responsible p a r t i e s  a r e  t h e  Great 
Powers, but t o  show t h e  new f a c e  of a 
reconciled and un i f i ed  Laos, and t o  ca r ry  
i t s  message of peace and cooperation be- 
tween a l l  nat ions.  

- 
A t  f i r s t ,  I d id  not  r e a l i z e  t h a t  a p lan  of ex- 

termination, ca re fu l ly  set i n  p lace  by Moscow and its 
a l l i e s ,  was about t o  be put i n  motion aga ins t  t h e  
b o n g  of Laos. On May 9, 1975, r e tu rn ing  from my t r i p  
t o  t h e  Communist countr ies  of Asia and Europe, I re- 
ceived confirmation through the  Khaosane Pathet  Lao. - 
the  Pravda of the  Laotian Communist Par ty ,  which 
wrote: " W e  must e r a d i c a t e  t h e  Meo minori ty complete- 
ly." To s u i t  t h e i r  ac t ions  t o  t h e i r  words, t h e  Pathet  
Lao f i r e d  on a crowd of men, women, and ch i ld ren ,  
estimated a t  about 40,000 persons, who had p a r t i c i -  
pated i n  t h e  g r e a t  peaceful  march on Vientiane on 
May 29, 1975, i n  order t o  ask f o r  guarantees of t h e i r  
secur i ty  from t h e  Prime Minis ter ,  P r ince  Souvanna 
Phouma, leader  of t h e  National  Unity Government. The 
massacre k i l l e d  between 120 and 140 people, of which 
some twenty d ied  on t h e  spot .  Of t h e  f a t e  of these  
b o n g ,  the  Pr ince  could only say t o  a fore ign diplomat 
serving i n  t h e  Laotian c a p i t a l :  "The Meo have served 
me well. It is  unfortunate t h a t  the  p r i c e  of peace 
i n  Laos is t h e i r  disappearance." The Hmong understood 
t h a t  t h e  only choice l e f t  t o  them was e x i l e  o r  re- 
s is tance .  

The f i r s t  t o  take  p a r t  i n  t h e  h i s t o r i c  exodus 
w e r e  t h e  members of General Vang Pao's family,  t h e  
o f f i c e r s  who had served i n  h i s  headquarters ,  t h e  
governors of t h e  Lao provinces, Hmongs and Khmus of 



Houa Phanh and Xieng Khouang who had c lose ly  collab- 
orated with him, c i v i l  servants  who had served i n  
these  two provinces, and t h e  numerous members of t h e i r  
famil ies .  For a week, two DC 46s of t h e  A i r  Force 
and two l i a i s o n  planes,  a Cessna and a Barol, based 
a t  Long Cheng, made repeated t r i p s  between t h e  base 
and t h e  base a t  Udorn i n  the  nor theas t  of Thailand. 
During t h e  l a s t  days of t h e  emergency evacuation, 
l a r g e  American cargo planes ,  C 123s and C 130s a l s o  
helped i n  the  operat ion.  The process ended abruptly 
on May 14,  1975, with t h e  depar ture  of General Vang 
Pao, who had wanted t o  s t a y  u n t i l  the  l a s t  minute t o  
assure  himself t h a t  those  men who had v a l i a n t l y  
fought o r  worked f a i t h f u l l y  with him would be evacu- 
ated.  

Very r a p i d l y ,  l i k e  a t r a i l  of gunpowder on f i r e ,  
t h e  news of General Vang Pao's departure became known 
t o  a l l  t h e  Hmong. Everywhere, on a l l  t h e  mountains, 
t h e  f a m i l i e s  w e r e  consult ing together i n  sec re t .  One 
f i n e  morning t h e  men l e f t  f o r  t h e  f i e l d s  and did not 
come back. They had gone t o  h ide  i n  the  f o r e s t  where 
later t h e i r  wives and chi ldren would j o i n  them. After- 
ward, severa l  f ami l i e s  would decide t o  meet, one eve- 
ning,  on a c e r t a i n  mountain. And thus  begins a long 
adventure strewn wi th  death  and hope. 

For days and n i g h t s ,  weeks and months, those 
fami l i e s  would walk. Carrying t h e i r  meager bundleson 
the i r  backs, they followed t i g e r  and elephant t r a i l s ,  
going always deeper i n t o  the  g r e a t  f o r e s t ,  i n  order t o  
avoidmeeting other persons who, i n  those circumstances, 
could tu rn  out  t o  be more dangerous, more ferocious,  
than t h e  most t e r r i b l e  of wild beas ts .  With t h e  help 
of a compass and of an ordinance survey map, t h e  
souvenir of a l o s t  war, t h e  Hmong movedtowards the  
w e s t ,  where theyhoped t o  regain  freedom. They stopped 
only t o  nurse  each o the r  with wild p l a n t s  o r  t o  r e s t  
t o  r ega in  some s t reng th .  Their foodwas soon used up; 
theywere obliged t o  eat r o o t s  and tree leaves t o  sur- 
vive. I n  t h e  course of t h e i r  f l i g h t  theywere o f t en  
at tacked by Pathet  Lao p a t r o l s  ly ing i n  ambush f o r  
them. They do no t  have time t o  bury t h e i r  dead, l e f t  
t o  r o t  where they f e l l ,  nor t o  save t h e i r  wounded, who 



would be f i n i s h e d  o f f  i n  most ca ses  by a n  enemy who 
d id  n o t  want t o  be burdened w i t h  them. Those who made 
t h e i r  way t o  t h e  Mekong crossed t h e  r i v e r  w i t h  t h e  a i d  
of a few bamboo s t a l k s  f a s t ened  c a r e f u l l y  t o g e t h e r ,  
which theyp lacedunde r  t h e i r  a rmpi t s  t o  he lp  them 
f l o a t .  Only a t h i r d  of the i rnumbersucceededin  reach-  
ing  Thai land,  i n  p i t i f u l  condi t ion .  Some turned back, 
fol lowing t h e  Communist a t t a c k s ,  and r e j o i n e d  t h e  re -  
s i s t ance .  The rest e i t h e r  were k i l l e d  i n  ambushes, 
drowned during t h e  c ros s ing  of t h e  Mekong, were 
taken p r i sone r  by t h e  Pa the t  Lao, o r  simply d ied  of 
hunger and f a t i g u e .  

Af te r  t h e  massacre of May 29, 1975, a t  Hin Heup, 
a  c e r t a i n  number of su rv ivo r s  went underground. They 
w e r e  later joined by s o l d i e r s ,  o f f i c e r s  o r  e n l i s t e d  
men who had ' r e fused  t o  r e g i s t e r  w i t h  t h e  Pa the t  Lao 
o r  who had escaped from t h e  camps of "Samana," and by 
merchants,  peasan t s  and s tuden t s .  I n  s m a l l  groups,  
they h id  i n  t h e  g r e a t  f o r e s t ,  hoping t h a t  t h e  p o l i t i -  
c a l  s i t u a t i o n  i n s i d e  t h e  country would become b e t t e r  
wi th  t ime and t h a t  they  would be a b l e  one day t o  come 
out  of t h e i r  h id ing  p l a c e s  and r e t u r n  q u i e t l y  t o  a n  
a c t i v e  l i f e ,  growing crops  and r a i s i n g  animals ,  t he re -  
by making t h e i r  c o n t r i b u t i o n ,  i n  peace,  t o  t h e  devel -  
opment of Laos. 

Annoyed by t h e  o b s t i n a t e  r e f u s a l  of t h e  Hmong t o  
r e p o r t  t o  t h e  Communist a u t h o r i t i e s ,  t h e  Pa the t  Lao 
i n  October, 1975, s e n t  a p u n i t i v e  exped i t i on  a g a i n s t  
t h e  i n h a b i t a n t s  of Pha Ngou, a Hmong v i l l a g e  l o c a t e d  
i n  t h e  mountain range of Phou B i a ,  which r eaches  an  
a l t i t u d e  of 2820 m e t e r s  sou th  of t h e  P l a i n  of Jars. 
A Pathe t  Lao company s u r p r i s e d  a group of Hmong peas- 
a n t s ,  inc luding  a few men bu t  most ly  women and c h i l -  
dren,  whi le  they w e r e  working i n  t h e  f i e l d s .  Seized 
by panic ,  they s t a r t e d  t o  run  i n  a l l  d i r e c t i o n s .  The 
Communist s o l d i e r s  opened f i r e  on t h e  f u g i t i v e s .  The 
r e s u l t  was s e v e r a l  dead and many wounded. 

Exasperated by t h i s  new massacre,  t h e  Hmong de- 
cided t o  respond v i o l e n t l y .  Seve ra l  hundred of them 
came down from Phou Bia,  w i t h  weapons t h a t  they  had 
prudent ly hidden i n  caves.  The group deployed i t s e l f  



i n  t h e  p l a i n  and at tacked t h e  Pathet  Lao posts  of 
Muong Cha, a t  t h e  f o o t  of t h e  g r e a t  mountains. It 
was a widely ce lebra ted  exp lo i t .  Like w i l d f i r e  the  
r e v o l t  spread t o  a l l  t h e  mountains t o  t h e  south of the  
P la in  of J a r s .  A l l  t h e  roads were c u t ,  a l l  t h e  
bridges dynamited. The Communists no longer f e l t  
secure  anywhere. The convoys which t r i e d  t o  bring 
food t o  them w e r e  immediately destroyed. A l l  t h e  
Pathet  Lao reinforcements, dispatched t o  those areas  
t o  t r y  t o  subdue t h e  rap id ly  spreading res i s t ance ,  
w e r e  destroyed. The l o s s e s  w e r e  such t h a t  the  Comu- 
n i s t s  had t o  mobil ize young col lege  and high school 
s tudents  t o  f i g h t  t h e  Hmong. Most of them would be 
k i l l e d  i n  an ambush or  crushed under tons  of s tones 
and rock t h a t  t h e  r e s i s t i n g  fo rces  would push down 
from the  top of t h e  rocky c l i f f s  onto t h e i r  enemy. 
This i s  why many young Lao chose dese r t ion  or  e x i l e  
i n  Thailand t o  escape t h e  mobi l iza t ion ca l l ed  f o r  by 
t h e  Pathet  Lao a u t h o r i t i e s .  

And every day t h e  s i t u a t i o n  became more ser ious  
f o r  t h e  Communists. The Khmu, another Laotian e thnic  
group, took t h e i r  p lace  next  t o  the  Hmong t o  f i g h t  
agains t  the  government. Encouraged by the  successes 
of the  Hmong and Khmu r e s i s t a n c e ,  t h e  n e u t r a l  Lao who 
had hur r i ed ly  joined t h e  Pathet  Lao cause a t  the  be- 
ginning of May, 1975, t r i e d  t o  r e b e l ,  i n  t h e  region 
of Van Vieng, aga ins t  t h e  new masters. They were 
bloodily repressed. The Lao of the  Old Right a l s o  
s t a r t e d  i n  t h e i r  t u r n  t o  rouse themselves. Attacks 
mul t ip l ied  i n  the  c a p i t a l  and i n  t h e  major c i t i e s  of 
Laos, causing deaths  and i n j u r i e s  among the  "advisersf' 
from Russia and North Vietnam. 

Moscow and Hanoi then imposed on the Vientiane govern- 
ment a twenty-five-year treaty of cooperation which was 
signed on Ju ly  17, 1977, between Vietnam and Laos. 
This t r e a t y  l ega l i zed  t h e  presence of 60,000 s o l d i e r s  
from Hanoi who had i n  f a c t  never l e f t  the  t e r r i t o r y  
of Laos s ince  1960, i n  s p i t e  of t h e  Geneva Accords of 
1962 demanding t h e  withdrawal of a l l  fore ign forces  
from Laos. 



Led by Pathet  Lao, 17,000 North Vietnamese so l -  
d i e r s ,  we a r e  t o l d ,  undertook a l a r g e  clean-up opera- 
t i o n  agains t  t h e  Hmong and Khmu res i s t ance .  They 
meant t o  t r y  out  t h e i r  famous theory which c a l l s  f o r  
burning everything (houses, ha rves t s ,  and crops) ,  de- 
s troying everything ( c a t t l e  and o the r  domestic an i -  
mals) , and k i l l i n g  everything (men, women and c h i l -  
dren). To t h i s  end they used heavy a r t i l l e r y  (105mm 
and 130mm cannons) and a i r c r a f t  (T  28s and Mig 17s 
and 21s). The weapons these  a i r c r a f t  c a r r i e d  were 
napalm bombs and d a r t  and gas rockets .  "These rock- 

11 e t s ,  a survivor t o l d  m e ,  " a re  dreadful .  The f i r s t  
type, launched from planes,  explode a t  t r e e  height  and 
projec t  thousands of small  d a r t s  i n  a l l  d i r e c t i o n s .  
The second, s t i l l  more t e r r i f y i n g ,  spread red and 
blue clouds which leave  almost no hope f o r  one unfor- 
tunate enough to  breathe them. One s t a r t s  t o  cough and 
vomit,.one'snose bleeds,one g e t s  dysentery and i n  t h e  
end dies." A young Hmong refugee who a r r ived  i n  
France i n  May 1980, revealed a new Soviet  weapon, now 
used i n  Laos aga ins t  t h e  Hmong. "At  t h e  beginning of 
1979," he reported,  "our v i l l a g e  w a s  a t tacked by 
Communist planes. One of these  planes launched two 
rockets. A s  they exploded a t  about 100 meters above 
the ground, they re leased a kind of r a in .  The drops 
of t h i s  r a i n  became hard while f a l l i n g ,  forming small 
white and yellowish spo t s  on t h e  leaves  of t h e  trees, 
the  p lan t s ,  the  rocks,  and on t h e  su r face  of t h e  
ground. From those spo t s  t h e r e  arose  a very s t rong 
odor which would choke off  your breath.  I was rescued 
j u s t  i n  time by a r e l a t i v e  who dragged me, hal f  uncon- 
scious from the  e f f e c t  of t h i s  suffocat ing odor, f a r  
away from t h e  explosions, and who made me smoke some 
opium pipes. This gave m e  back my wind and I could 
breathe again. Diluted by t h e  monsoon r a i n s ,  these  
spots  quickly pol lu ted  spr ings  and brooks. Whoever 
is  unfortunate enough t o  dr ink t h e i r  waters  w i l l  d i e  
of dysentery, su f fe r ing  a t roc ious  pains  ..." According 
t o  t h e  testimony of these  former r e s i s t a n c e  f i g h t e r s ,  
t h e  Soviets  a r e  experimenting with chemical weapons 
a s  w e l l  a s  with bac te r io log ica l  weapons i n  the  moun- 
t a i n s  of North Vietnam. 



A t  t h e  present  time more than 100,000 Hmong have 
found refuge abroad. This number amounts t o  about one- 
t en th  of the  t o t a l  population of Laos o r  one-third of 
t h e  b o n g  born i n  Laos. The refugee camps i n  Thailand 
s t i l l  s h e l t e r  more than 60,000 b o n g s .  Forty t o  f i f t y  
thousand of them have s e t t l e d  i n  the  United S t a t e s ,  
6,000 t o  8,000 i n  France, 500 i n  Aus t ra l i a ,  200 i n  
Canada, and about 100 i n  Argentina. A t  l a s t  t h e  
People's Republic of China has a l s o  begun t o  welcome 
a c e r t a i n  number of them. 

Are t h e  Hmong a people on the  road t o  ext inct ion?  
It would be d i f f i c u l t  t o  a f f i rm t h i s .  They have sur- 
vived t h e  v i c i s s i t u d e s  of h i s t o r y  and have re ta ined,  
through t h e  ages, t h e i r  own i d e n t i t y .  Dispersed once 
again a l l  over t h e  world, they f e e l  today more sol id-  
a r i t y  than ever among themselves. Moreover, supported 
always by f r i e n d s  and research workers such a s  your- 
se lves ,  they can again have confidence i n  t h e  fu ture .  

-Deeply rooted i n  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  c u l t u r e  and deter-  
mined t o  move i n  the  d i r e c t i o n  of innovation and 
progress,  they mean t o  preserve t h e i r  own personal i ty  
while t ry ing  cont inual ly  t o  b e t t e r  i n t e g r a t e  them- 
se lves  i n t o  a welcoming soc ie ty  such a s  yours. Travel- 
ing through t h e  United S t a t e s  i n  1977 and i n  1980, I 
was a b l e  t o  observe t h e  progress a l ready reg i s t e red  
by t h e  Hmong refugees. Today an ever g rea te r  number 
of them speak English and a r e  employed. Others a r e  
s t i l l  taking classes, i n  t h e  schools o r  a t  t h e  univer- 
s i t y .  I f  tomorrow t h e  hope of re turning t o  Laos 
should vanish  from t h e i r  dreams, a t  l e a s t  they w i l l  
be good American c i t i z e n s ,  use fu l  and ever g ra te fu l .  

S t .  Paul ,  October l s t ,  1981 

Yang Dao 
A.D.A.P. 
21, rue  des Malmaisons 
75013 P a r i s  
France 



PART TWO 

HMONG CULTURE AND CULTURE CHANGE 



CLAN LEADERSHIP I N  THE HMONG COMMUNITY 
OF PROVIDENCE, RHODE ISLAND* 

John Finck 

A Long ,time ago Hmong Legend ;tQeen 06  a 6Lood. 
The only nwrvivonn wme a bnoRhm and n h t m  who 
dimbed i&o a wooden druun when ;the na i~n  began. 

7;t m ined  dun many dayn. When Rhe w a X m  heceded, 
;the nibRiflgn dincovmed ;they wehe a l l  &ne. "Whme 
m e  ;the people?" c h i d  ;the g a l .  "And ;the a&&," 
naid ;the btto;thm. Sadnun d X e d  ;th& h-. 

B u t  ;the bno;thm had an ,idea. " M m y  me," he haid. 
"We can have childhen. " 

"BuX 7 canl;t mamy you," nhe nepf ied.  "Yuu'ne my 
bno;theh. " 

He pemA;ted. Evmyday he pleaded. And evehyday 
bhe he&hed, baying "we m e  bnoRheh and ah ; tm. "  

One day a 6 t m  con6novl;tincj h m  bno;th~?t, bhe picked 
up ;two d;toneA. "Thhcw yomh down ovze b i de  a6 ;the moun- 
;tain," nhc na~ki .  " 1 ' U  ;thaw mine down ;the o t h m  aide.  
76 they come back up t h e  mountain, then I'll matrrry you. " 

So he &w kin n;tone and nhe, hem. 

ThCLt QhX, rn kin n h ; t m  alep;t, ;the boy a t o l e  
down Rhe mountain. He hound kin n;tone and cma ied  
back ;to Rhe .~nou.vrJtain top.  Again, he chep;t down ;the 
rnouvLtain and m i e d  kin ~ h t m ' a  ntune $0 ;the ;top, 
;tc1o. 

The n u  mufining he pointed ;to ;the troth ljun kin 
clhtm: "Look, ;the b;toneA c-me back. They m e  ;togeAh- 
4h.  NOW we can mmhy. " 

C o p y r i g h t  1981 by John Finck  



They m&ed bu;t $he,& d h ; t  baby WUA kound, l i k e  
a &tone, w d h  no amb C J ~ L  L@b. In d i n g u t ,  ;they cuX 
;the &dan;t ;to b& and ;thew ;the  piece^ away. 

Some p ieca  d e l l  .in $he gmden. And ;they became 
;the Vang clan b e w  e Vavuj boun& Like gmden i n  ffmong . 
Some p ieca  dell i n  weed and g m a  a .  7hey became ;the 
Thco clan b e u  e Thao boun& l i k e  weedb and g m b  i n  
timong. Same p ieca  d e l l  on $he goaS houne. And ;they 
became ;the L i  &n becaube Li bound4 Like g o a t  houne. 
Some  piece^ d e l l  on t h e  p i g  houne. They became the  
Moua &n became Moun bound Like p i g  houn e i n  ffmong . 
And ;the- next clay evetu_l @mi.Cy had a houne. And ck iche~n 
and p i g b  and ox.en and h o u a .  7 

Wherever t h e  Hmong may spread i n  t h e  new world 
they come bear ing  t h e  name of t h e i r  c lan .  To Providence 
have come Hmong from t h i r t e e n  of t h e  major c lans  : Vang , 
Thao, Lee, Moua, Yang, Kue, Khang, Xiong, Her, Hang, 
Chang and Chue. The c l a n  system organizes  Hmong soc i -  
e ty .  By provid ing  s e c u r i t y  f o r  i ts  members through a 
s e t  of mutual o b l i g a t i o n s ,  t h e  c l a n  system is a n a t u r a l  
pa th  toward s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  f o r  t h e  Hmong i n  America. 
These c la ims  a r e  based on my p a r t i c i p a t i o n  wi th  t h e  
Hmong community i n  Providence,  t h e  t h i r d  l a r g e s t  s e t t l e -  
ment of Hmong i n  t h e  United ~ t a t e s . ~  

I n  Laos t h e  Hmong l i v e d  i n  extended f ami l i e s  of 
t h r e e  t o  fou r  gene ra t ions .  T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  t h e  c l ans  
provided a l l  of t h e  s o c i a l  s e r v i c e s  requi red  of t h e i r  
members. Each c l a n  had s k i l l e d  ind iv idua l s  who were 
h e a l e r s ,  marr iage  brokers ,  t eache r s  and d i s c i p l i n a r i a n s .  
Chi ldren  con t r ibu ted  t o  t h e  weal th  of  t h e  family and 

I' its c l an .  More c h i l d r e n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  sons ,  assured t h e  
f ami ly  and c l a n  of g r e a t e r  p rospe r i ty .  Fellow c l a n  
members regard  each o t h e r  a s  b ro the r  and s i s t e r .  

, Marriage between c l a n  members, no ma t t e r  how d i s t a n t ,  
' 

i s  s t r i c t l y  taboo -- a s  suggested by t h e  s i s t e r  i n  t h e  
f lood  s t o r y .  Clan members a r e  r e l a t e d  sometimes by 
blood, sometimes by marr iage  bu t  always by custom. I n  

f time of need, a man w i l l  t u r n  f i r s t  t o  h i s  c lan.  The 
c l a n  i s  obl iged  t o  respond,  whether f o r  money or  ad- 
v i c e .  A man who looks  elsewhere b r ings  shame t o  h i s  
c l a n .  A c l a n  t h a t  f a i l s  t o  respond a l s o  l o s e s  r e s p e c t  



I i n  t h e  community. Bonds a r e  s t ronges t  wi th in  c lans ;  
,weakest between them. 

I n  Providence, each c l a n  e l e c t s  one o r  two of i ts  
most capable members a s  l eaders ,  men who e i t h e r  d i s t i n -  
guished themselves a s  senior  m i l i t a r y  o f f i c e r s  i n  the  
army o r  who w e r e  v i l l a g e  o r  d i s t r i c t  c h i e f s  i n  Laos. 
Younger b i l ingua l  l eaders  might a l s o  serve  a s  c l a n  
leaders  i f  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  speak English o r  work w i t h '  

3 Americans was respected.  
- 

Moua Yang i s  25 years  old.  H e  l i v e s  wi th  h i s  wife ,  
two chi ldren,  h i s  mother and step-father and t h r e e  un- 
married brothers  and sisters on t h e  t h i r d  f l o o r  of a 
sagging Victor ian  house i n  South Providence. Two months 
ago, he graduated from English-as-a-second language 
c l a s s  a t  a l o c a l  job t r a i n i n g  center  under con t rac t  t o  
t h e  s t a t e  refugee program and began looking f o r  a job. 
The bes t  l eads  came from members of t h e  Yang clan. A 
cousin i n  Leominster, Massachusetts ca l l ed  t o  t e l l  Moua 
of an opening i n  a p l a s t i c s  f ac to ry .  H i s  grandfather 
drove him the  for ty-f ive  mi les  t o  t h e  interview, but  
the job was f i l l e d  before they ar r ived.  Moua rea l i zed  
tha t  a car  was a s  necessary a s  English f o r  g e t t i n g  a 
job. H i s  f i r s t  hurdle was the  Rhode Is land d r i v e r ' s  
t e s t ,  no model of c l a r i t y  even i n  English. H e  f a i l e d  

r the  exam th ree  t i m e s ,  t r ipp ing  over words l i k e  "pedes- 
tr ian" and phrases l i k e  "slow-poke." On t h e  f o u r t h  t r y  
he passed. The next expense was a d r iv ing  teacher 
hired a t  the going r a t e  of $200 f o r  road lessons.  Moua 
persevered and passed -- t h i s  time on h i s  f i r s t  t r y .  
Then came t h e  hardes t  p a r t  -- buying a used car .  The 
Yang e l d e r s  s a i d ,  w e  a r e  small people so buy a small  
Japanese car .  Moua v i s i t e d  t h e  used car  l o t s ,  knowing 
more about second hand water buf fa los  than old  ca r s .  
He s e t t l e d  on a 1978 Chevette hatchback. Salespr ice :  
$3,000. For financing Moua turned not  t o  a bank or  
General Motors but t o  h i s  c l a n  and extended family., 
Between h i s  grandfather ' s  t h r e e  b ro the rs  i n  Providence, 
two brothers-in-law i n  Salem, Oregon and a second uncle  
and another brother-in-law i n  Ca l i fo rn ia ,  Moua ra i sed  
$2,500. The cherry-toned Chevette was h i s  without in-  
t e r e s t  o r  even a job. 



Clans o f f e r  secur i ty .  The l a r g e r  the  c lan  the  
b e t t e r  t h e  p ro tec t ion  of r e l a t i v e s  who can help f ind  
jobs o r  b e t t e r  apartments. Clans and extended famil ies  
a r e  t h e  magnets drawing t h e i r  dispersed members t o  

- l a r g e r  communities l i k e  St .  Paul,  Santa Ana, Kansas 
City and Providence. What Americans c a l l  "secondary 
migration" is  simply coming i n t o  t h i s  country and 
searching f o r  what s h e l t e r  c l ans  and famil ies  can o f f e r .  

,/ So strong a r e  c l a n  l o y a l t i e s  t h a t  sometimes they 
'..work a g a i n s t  t h e  g r e a t e r  i n t e r e s t  of the  Hmong. For 

t h e i r  own reasons t h e  Vue and Thao c lans  i n  Providence 
have withdrawn from t h e  Hmong-Lao Unity Association, 
s e t t i n g  themselves a p a r t  from t h e  machinations of the 
community. Fear of ob l iga t ion  can shadow self-help 
p r o j e c t s  that depend on some degree of inter-clan coop- 
era t ion.  To western eyes they a r e  a l l  Hmong, but c lan  
d i s t i n c t i o n s  can r e s u l t  i n  unforseen consequences. 

A Hmong woman wi th  severa l  small  chi ldren was con- 
valescing a t  home a f t e r  a se r ious  operat ion.  Realizing 
her burden of ch i ld  ca re ,  a nun from t h e  l o c a l  par ish  
found a responsible  Hmong woman who volunteered t o  
babysi t  i n  t h e  home of the  mother as she recovered. A s  
despera te  a s  she  was f o r  someone t o  look a f t e r  the  
chi ldren,  she refused t h e  o f f e r  because her c lan  was 
not  w i l l i n g  t o  o b l i g a t e  i t s e l f  t o  another f o r  the  sake 
of a babys i t t e r .  

The c l a n  system survives  because the  Lao govern- 
ment never extended i ts  r u l e  over t h e  far-flung moun- 

- t a i n  people. I n  t h e  absence of na t iona l  r u l e ,  the  
Hmong governed themselves, resolving t h e i r  d i f ferences  
through custom. Because marriage involves the union of 
two c lans ,  i t  i s  an acceptable  t i m e  f o r  a i r i n g  disputes 
P a r t  of t h e  marriage negot ia t ions  include a hammering 
ou t  of old grievances. 

Last  spr ing,  a t  a wedding between t h e  Moua and Vue 
c lans  i n  Providence, t h e  grandfathers from each family 
brought f o r t h  claims that stemmed from incidents  years 
ago i n  Laos. One family s a i d  t h a t  a c lan  s i s t e r  was 
beaten by her husband from t h e  o ther  clan.  The other 
c l a n  brought f o r t h  o ld  deb t s  t h a t  i t  sa id  were long 



overdue from t h e  o ther  c lan .  The marriage f e a s t  was 
postponed f o r  hours while witnesses from the  two c lans  
exchanged heated words i n  the  back bedroom of the  
b r ide ' s  pa ren t ' s  apartment. Guests from Connecticut 
and Massachusetts lounged around the  l i v i n g  room wait- 
ing f o r  t h e  two s i d e s  t o  s e t t l e  d i spu tes  t h a t  happened 
when t h e  b r ide  and groom w e r e  ch i ld ren  i n  d i s t a n t  v i l -  
lages. The harangue s p i l l e d  i n t o  the  n ight .  Fearing 
tha t  h i s  gues ts  would leave  wi th  empty stomachs, t h e  
b r ide ' s  d i s t r augh t  f a t h e r  served t h e  wedding meal with- 
out  t h e  marriage negot ia tors .  Eventually an agreement 
was reached. Fines were paid. A letter of r econc i l i a -  
t i o n  was wr i t t en  and signed by t h e  famil ies .  Each c l a n  
was vindicated.  The wedding continued wi th  vodka vain- 
l y  soothing t h e  memories of j u s t i c e .  

Clan leadership p ivo t s  on age. " W e  a r e  your c h i l -  
dren," began Doua Yang, a young, b i l i n g u a l  man, him- 
se l f  t h e  f a t h e r  of th ree ,  t o  t h e  c l a n  leaders .  When 
the  e l d e r s  speak, the  community responds. Last  winter  
severa l  hundred Hmong assembled f o r  a community meeting 
on two days word-of-mouth n o t i c e ,  nea r ly  f i l l i n g  the  
Veterans Auditorium. The older  c lan  l eaders  -- who 
have the  p o l i t i c a l  power t o  mobil ize t h e i r  community -- 
r e l y  on the  younger b i l i n g u a l  men f o r  a path through 
the American woods. The younger men have ideas  but  not  
the  community respect  which only t h e i r  e l d e r s  may con- 

'_fer .  In  t h e  bes t  ins tances ,  t h e  two work together.  

By no means a r e  the  Hmong united on t h e  subject  of 
clans. Some put  c l a n  a l l eg iance  f i r s t .  Others f e e l  
t h a t  i n  America, a s  refugees "we must a l l  be Hmong ." 
Some f e e l  t h a t  t h e  mutual a s s i s t a n c e  assoc ia t ions  
should only be f o r  purposes of rese t t lement .  Others 
f e e l  t h a t  the  assoc ia t ions  a r e  p o l i t i c a l  organizat ions  
with dues-paying members and t h e  legit imacy t o  speak on 
behalf of t h e  Hmong community. Whatever t h e  shade of 
opinion, nearly a l l  l eaders  acknowledge a p lace  f o r  
c lans  i n  Hrnong community l i f e .  4 

Americans have a h a b i t  of undoing Hmong leadership .  
Sometimes we a c t  u n i l a t e r a l l y  or  expect a younger bi- 
l ingua l  employee of an agency t o  speak on behalf of h i s  
or her community. Both ins tances  undermine, t h e  f i r s t  



by no t  permit t ing the  leadership  t o  gain  experience i n  
making decis ions  and running programs and the second by 
causing r i f t s  between the  o lder  and younger generations 
of leadership.  By going d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e  l o c a l  mutual 
a s s i s t ance  assoc ia t ion ,  Americans can dea l  face-to-face 
wi th  recognized c lan  l eaders  i n  a way t h a t  enhances t h e  
i n t e g r i t y  of both p a r t i e s .  Their leadership survived a 
war and years  of d i s loca t ion ;  t h e i r  communications net -  
work r i v a l s  our computers and photocopiers. Why not 
put  what already works t o  mutually acceptable use? 

Because se l f -help ,  mutual a s s i s t ance  and ultimate- 
l y  se l f -suff ic iency depend, i n  p a r t ,  on the  qual i ty  of 
leadership ,  t h e  S t a t e  Coordinator of Refugee Resett le-  
ment i n  Rhode I s l and ,  M r .  Cleo Lachapelle, has chosen 
t o  recognize and support t h e  incorporat ion of the Hmong, 
Lao, Cambodian and Vietnamese s o c i e t i e s .  Each group 
has been provided with funds t o  h i r e  a f u l l  o r  par t -  
time s t a f f  person and equip him o r  her  with an o f f i c e  
i n  t h e i r  community. 

Those Hmong who f e e l  t h e i r  f u t u r e  l i e s  i n  the  
United S t a t e s  have begun t o  scheme about economic de- 
velopment. Former genera l  Vang Pao chose the  f i r s t  
n a t i o n a l  Hmong leadership  conference held i n  St .  Paul 
last June t o  unve i l  h i s  p lans  f o r  a  Lao Family Develop- 
ment Corporation, complete with s tock issue  and oper- 
a t i n g  budgets f o r  supermarkets and gas s t a t ions .  A l -  
though Providence has  y e t  t o  see i ts  f i r s t  Hmong-run 
business,  some of t h e  l eaders  dream about s t a r t i n g  a 
r e s t a u r a n t ,  a  grocery s t o r e ,  a  kung-fu s tudio ,  a  cinema 
and a day ca re  center .  

The Hmong have a ready market i n  the  3,000 plus 
members of t h e i r  community who would ra the r  buy r i c e  
from a Hmong s t o r e  than e i t h e r  t h e  l o c a l  S ta r  Market or  
the  Korean grocery s to re .  By u t i l i z i n g  t h e  clan system, 
t h e  Hmong have t h e  means of r a i s i n g  c a p i t a l .  By loan- 
ing money wi th in  t h e  c lan  and extended family, the  
Hmong have bought cars .  Can s imi la r  loans f o r  a  busi- 
ness be f a r  behind? Forward-looking communities w i l l  
encourage t h e i r  economic development with loans, leader-  
sh ip  t r a i n i n g  and t echn ica l  ass is tance .  



Like t h e i r  untapped market, t h e  Hmong a l s o  have 
unrealized p o l i t i c a l  power. By recognizing t h e  power 
of t h e  b a l l o t  and remaining i n  l a r g e  organized communi- 
t i e s ,  t h e  Hmong could represent  a s i zeab le  block of 
votes t h a t  no p o l i t i c i a n  could a f fo rd  t o  ignore.  One 
c lan  leader  i n  Providence has  a l ready become a c i t i z e n .  
I f  o the r s  followed, the  Hmong could e l e c t  one of t h e i r  
own t o  t h e  c i t y  council  and s t a t e  l e g i s l a t u r e  i n s i d e  of 
ten  years. P o l i t i c a l  power may seem d i s t a n t  f o r  a peo- 
p l e  so  new t o  c i t i e s  l i k e  Providence and S t .  Paul.  But 
t en  years ago the  Hmong never imagined themselves i n  a 
world beyond t h e i r  mountains. 

Like t h e  s t o r y  of t h e  f lood,  t h e  body of t h e  Hmong 
has once again been cu t  and pieces  thrown, not  down t h e  
mountain, but around t h e  world. Some f e l l  -- not  i n  
weeds -- but i n  S t .  Paul.  Others f e l l  -- not on t h e  
goat house -- but i n  Santa h a .  S t i l l  o t h e r s  f e l l  -- 
not on t h e  pig house -- but i n  Providence. And the  
next day, says t h e  myth, t h e  Hmong w e r e  r e s to red .  

NOTES 

* Ua tsaug ntau  t o  a l l  those  i n  t h e  Providence Hmong 
community who have welcomed m e  so o f t e n  i n t o  t h e i r  
homes and t o  M r .  Cleo Lachapelle, t h e  S t a t e  Coordi- 
na tor  of Refugee Resettlement i n  Rhode I s l and ,  
whose idea  i t  was. 

1. Legend from D e j  Nyab Ntiag Teb: X e e m  Npe Hmoob 
(The Flood: How Hmong Names Began). Hmong Folk 
Tales Retold i n  ESL, Charles Johnson, s e r i e s  e d i t o r .  
S t .  Paul: Macalester College, 1981. 

2. No two Hmong communities i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  have 
t h e  same conf igura t ion of leadership.  My observa- 
t ions  a r e  l imi ted  t o  Rhode Is land and, I hope, w i l l  
provoke comparisons with o the r  forms of Hmong 
leadership.  



3. Another f a c t o r ,  beyond t h e  reach of t h i s  paper, 
which can inf luence  t h e  s e l e c t i o n  of leadership i s  
a f f i l i a t i o n  o r  non-a f f i l i a t ion  wi th  an American re- 
l i g i o u s  denominat ion. 

4. Several  Hmong readers  of t h i s  paper have concluded, 
by way of e i t h e r  summary o r  c r i t i c i s m ,  tha t  I wrong- 
l y  view t h e  c l a n s  as p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s .  Lest any- 
one mistake: c l ans  are not  p o l i t i c a l  pa r t i e s .  But 
many of t h e i r  ac t ions  a r e  based on p o l i t i c a l  con- 
s ide ra t ions .  Some Hmong readers ,  no doubt, would 
l i k e  t o  present  an  idea l i zed  p i c t u r e  of unity t o  
ou t s ide r s .  But l i k e  any normal and therefore  com- 
plex  community, c lans  and c lan  members hold many 
points of view. 

John Finck 
Rhode Is land Office of 

Refugee Resettlement 
600 New London Avenue 
Cranston, Rhode Island 



HMONG MARRIAGE CUSTOMS: A CURRENT ASSESSMENT 

Kao N. Vang 

I n  t h i s  paper I w i l l  d i s c u s s  Hmong mar r i age  cus- 
tomes, beginning w i t h  a rev iew of a couple  of Hmong 
legends r e l a t i n g  t o  mar r i age ,  followed by a d i s c u s s i o n  
of marr iage  customs i n  Laos and t h e  United S t a t e s  and 
f i n a l l y  present ing  t h e  r e s u l t s  of a survey of Hmong 
opin ions  about  changes i n  Hmong mar r i age  customs. 

LEGENDS ABOUT E.IARRIAGE CUSTOMS 

The Story  of t h e  Beginnings 
of bong Marriage Customs 

The f i r s t  two persons i n  t h i s  world were Poj  Cuas 
and her  b ro the r  ( r e f e r r e d  t o  t oge the r  as Poj  Cuas Ob 
Nus Muag i n  t h e  Hmong language) . God t o l d  t h e  Hmong 
t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  t h e  name Poj  Cuas Ob Nus Muag from 
Nkauj I a b  and Nraug 00. "When you a r e  t a l k i n g  about  
marr iage customs, you should u s e  t h e  name Po j  Cuas Ob 
Nus Muag; when you a r e  t a l k i n g  about  d e a t h  customs, 
you should u s e  t h e  name Nkauj I a b  Nraug 00." It ap- 
pears  t h a t  t h e s e  f o u r  people  were only  one b r o t h e r  and 
s i s t e r ,  bu t  t h e  Hmong had s e p a r a t e  terms f o r  them a t  
d i f f e r e n t  times. (See t h e  l is t  of names i n  t h e  Appen- 
d i x .  ) 

Nkauj Ntsuab and S i s  Nab were t h e  man and wnman 
t h a t  God s e n t  down t o  t h e  e a r t h  t o  produce human be- 
ings.  Nkauj Ntsuab was so  b e a u t i f u l  t h a t  S i s  Nab, her 
husband, w a s  a f r a i d  someone might t a k e  h i s  wi fe .  S i s  
Nab took Nkauj Ntsuab a l l  over t h e  e a r t h :  n o r t h ,  
south, e a s t ,  and w e s t .  So Nkauj Ntsuab and S i s  Nab 
had no chance t o  have babies .  

One day, God's f l y i n g  ho r se  had t o l d  Poj  Cuas Ob 
NIIS Muag t o  open God's s t o n e  g a t e  s o  he  could f l y  Poj  
Cnas Ob Nus Muag t o  t h e  e a r t h  t o  s e e  Nkauj Ntsuab and 
S i s  Nab. So they  opened t h e  s t o n e  g a t e  of God and the 
horse  f l ew  t h e  b ro the r  and sister down t o  e a r t h .  



F i r s t  they came t o  Ntuj Tsha Teb Nqhuab, a place c lose  
t o  t h e  d e s e r t ,  where hardly anything could grow. Now, 
it is t h e  Middle East.  Then God's f l y i n g  horse told 
than t h a t  he would come back t o  pick than up. But 
they waited and waited and nothing happened, and they 
could not  f ind  Nkauj Ntsuab and S i s  Nab. 

Poj Cuas Ob Nus Muag t rave l l ed  t o  t h e  second 
place  ca l l ed  Ntuj Daus Xib Teb Daus Npu, which means 
t h e  p lace  where i t  snows a l l  year round and is very 
cold. They could no t  l i v e  t h e r e  e i the r .  Then they 
t r ave l l ed  t o  t h e  t h i r d  p lace  ca l l ed  Ntuj Khaib Huab, 
which means the  p lace  t h a t  is dark  f o r  six months and 
daytime f o r  six months. They could not l i v e  the re  
e i t h e r ,  so they t r ave l l ed  again t o  t h e  four th  place 
c a l l e d  Muam Nkaug Lig Teb, which means "Mongolia" to- 
day. Poj Cuas Ob Nus Muag decided t o  l i v e  i n  Mongolia, 
but  they w e r e  only brother and sister. 

One day they heard the  sounds of God's horse f l y -  
ing over them, and t h e  brother  and s i s t e r  cal led out 
t o  God, and God heard t h e i r  ca l l ing .  So God came down 
t o  Poj Cuas Ob Nus Muag , and God spoke t o  them about 
how they go t  on t h e  ear th .  They to ld  God that h i s  
horse f lew than t o  t h e  ea r th ,  but  t h a t  he d idn ' t  pick 
them up l a t e r .  The horse had t o l d  them t h a t  he would 
t ake  them t o  see Nkauj Ntsuab and S i s  Nab, but they 
could no t  be found. God looked around the  world and 
saw t h a t  Nkauj Ntsuab and S i s  Nab did  not  have any 
babies.  

So God asked Poj Cuas Ob Nus Muag t o  s t ay  on 
e a r t h  and produce human beings. They told God they 
did not  want t o  s t a y ,  but ,  ordered by God, t h e  brother 
and sister had t o  s tay .  

They asked God how they could g e t  back t o  Home 
Heaven. God t o l d  them t h a t  he  would grow bamboo here. 
When they d id  n o t  want t o  l i v e  on e a r t h  anymore, they 
could use  t h e  bamboo t o  guide them back t o  Ntuj Tsha 
Teb Nqhuab and t o  w a i t  f o r  him there.  H e  would send 
h i s  horse t o  p ick  them up and take  them back t o  
heaven. 



So today when a Hmong d i e s ,  a p i e c e  of  bamboo 
w i l l  be the  guide t o  t ake  him o r  h e r  back t o  where 
he o r  she  was born, then t o  Mongolia, then  t o  Ntuj 
Khaib Huab, then t o  Ntuj Daus Xib Teb Daus Npu, then  
t o  Ntuj Tsha Teb Nqhuab, and from t h e r e  God w i l l  
send h i s  ho r se  t o  ca r ry  them back t o  heaven. 

Af te r  t h a t  Poj Cuas Ob Nus Muag l i v e d  i n  Mon- 
g o l i a  f o r  seven yea r s  and they  had a baby, b u t  t he  
baby had no head, no l e g s ,  and no hands. So they 
appealed t o  God again.  God t o l d  them t h a t  t h a t  was 
the  beginning of human beings.  God t o l d  them t h a t  
they should c u t  up t h a t  baby i n  a s  many p i e c e s  a s  
poss ib l e ,  and t o  throw those  p i eces  i n  t h e  yard  t h e  
next  morning, and each p i ece  would grow t o  be t h e  
husband and wife  of one family.  They should name 
t h a t  fami ly ' s  l a s t  name a f t e r  t h e  p i eces  t h a t  hang 
on any kind of t r e e  o r  anything i n  t h e i r  yard.  That 
is  how the  Hmong have t h e  l a s t  names of  Vang, Yang, 
Lee, Xiong, Hong, Moua, Kong, Khue, Lor, Pha, and 
s o  on. During every engagement t h e  go-betweens s i n g  
asong about people  having t o  b e  marr ied b e f o r e  they  
can l i v e  toge ther .  

Descr ip t ion  of t h e  Roots i n  Hmong Legend 
of How the  People Had t o  Marry 

Tub L i a j  Lus and Ntruv Me were two b r o t h e r s  who 
went t o  l e a r n  about  marr iage customs from God. T h e i r  
parents  were Yeu Txis ,  t h e  f a t h e r ,  and Pus Txis ,  t h e  
mother. They worked on t h e  farm from e a r l y  morning 
and came home i n  t h e  dark  a t  n igh t .  

One day t h e  two b r o t h e r s  saw t h a t  t h e  b i r d s  and 
animals were male and female and had husbands and 
wives. The two b r o t h e r s  d i scussed  t h i s  and s a i d ,  
"Why do t h e s e  animals t h a t  don ' t  grow and h a r v e s t  t h e  
food t h a t  they  e a t  have husbands and wives?" "You 
and I work a l l  day, and we have no wives. We need 
t o  go and a sk  mother and f a t h e r  what is  wrong wi th  

11 us. 

They went home very  sad  t h a t  day and asked 
t h e i r  mother and f a t h e r  the  above ques t ion .  Then 



Yeu Txis ,  t h e  f a t h e r ,  t o l d  h i s  two sons,  "Sons, to- 
morrow you have t o  prepare  your own lunches,  and 
walk t o  heaven t o  l e a r n  something from God." In 
t hose  days, long ago, i t  took only  seven days t o  
walk t o  t h e  Home Heaven of God. The b ro the r s  got 
enough f o r  t h e i r  own sacks ,  and completed t h e i r  
mission. The two b r o t h e r s  l ea rned  t h e  marriage cus- 
toms from God f o r  seven years .  Now i t  was time f o r  
them t o  come back t o  ea r th .  

God t o l d  h i s  wi fe ,  " K i l l  a  chicken t o  prepare f o r  
Tub L i a j   us's and Ntruv M e ' s  lunch." She went over  
t o  look a t  t h e  chickens. They had only two chickens. 
She could  n o t  dec ide  what t o  do. "If I k i l l  t he  fe- 
male f i r s t ,  the  male w i l l  have no wife .  I f  I k i l l  
t h e  male f i r s t ,  t h e  female w i l l  have no husband." 
So s h e  decided no t  t o  k i l l  h e r  chickens t o  send 
a long  w i t h  t h e s e  two b ro the r s .  She had another  i dea ,  
which was t o  send only  f i s h  along. 

She went t o  t h e  pond t o  feed  t h e  f i s h ,  bu t  she  
could n o t  c a t c h  a  f i s h .  In s t ead ,  she  caught the  
dragon's  daughter  who had become a  f i s h .  In  the o l d  
days,  dragons had power i n  t h e  water  and the  r a in .  
God's w i f e  k i l l e d  t h e  dragon's  daughter  and sen t  
h e r  a long  wi th  Tub L i a j  Lus and Ntruv Me f o r  t h e i r  
lunch. But God a l r e a d y  knew t h a t  t h e  two b ro the r s  
would have t h e  dragon's daughter  f o r  t h e i r  lunch. 
God t o l d  t h e  two b r o t h e r s ,  "After you e a t  your 
lunch,  do n o t  wash your  hands. I f  you do, the water  
w i l l  f l ood  t h e  e a r t h  and wash you away." 

The younger b r o t h e r  knew and remembered what 
God t o l d  them, but  t h e  o l d e r  b r o t h e r  did not  remember. 
A f t e r  he ate, he  washed h i s  hands and mouth. The 
dragon then  smelled t h a t  h i s  daughter  had died. The 
dragon's  g r e a t  power caused t h e  wa te r s  t o  f lood  the  
two b ro the r s .  A s  t h e  b r o t h e r s  were on the run, they 
threw a l l  t h e  papers  on which they had w r i t t e n  t h e  
knowledge about  t h e  marr iage customs down i n t o  the  
r i v e r .  The two b r o t h e r s  came home without  anything. 
The i r  f a t h e r  t o l d  them t o  go back t o  ask God again. 



The two b r o t h e r s  went t o  s e e  God a g a i n  and t o  
t e l l  him t h a t  they d i d n ' t  l i s t e n  t o  what God was 
t e l l i n g  them, when they washed t h e i r  hands and mouths 
a f t e r  ea t ing .  God s a i d ,  "Tub L i a j  Lus and Ntruv Me, 
t h i s  time you two have t o  swallow t h e  water  t h a t  comes 
from my mouth. I w i l l  t a l k ,  and you w i l l  remember 
i n  your hearts ."  This  time i t  took only seven days 
f o r  them t o  l e a r n  a l l  of t h e  marr iage customs. 

Because of t h e  two b r o t h e r s ,  from t h a t  t ime t o  
t h i s ,  t h e  Hmong have no w r i t t e n  language. This  was 
because t h e  two b ro the r s  d i d n ' t  l i s t e n  t o  God. The 
customs t h a t  were w r i t t e n  down on papers  were l o s t  
i n  t h e  dragon's f lood .  So God named each song of 
t h e  marriage customs a f t e r  t h a t  by say ing ,  "These 
songs you two b r o t h e r s  should c a l l  'Zaj Txooj, ' 
which means ' the Songs of t h e  Dragon ~ l o o d .  "' 

When Tub L i a j  Lus and Ntruv Me came home, nei-  
t h e r  was o ld  enough t o  be  marr ied y e t ,  so  they could 
not  p r a c t i c e  t h e i r  marr iage  customs. So they went 
and caught one female monkey, Poj Nyaj, and one fe-  
male chimpanzee, Poj  Cuag, t o  be an  example of t h e  
marriage customs. They showed t h i s  t o  t h e  King of 
t h e  Northern Sky and t o  t h e  King of t h e  Southern Sky 
t o  s e e  t h e  marr iage customs of Tub L i a j  Lus and Ntruv 
Me. They then f r e e d  t h e  two animals ,  Poj  Nyaj and 
Poj Cuag. Poj  Nyaj was very  hungry and she  a t e  t h e  
wrong foods. She became s i c k  because of t h e  wrong 
food she had ea t en  because she  had p r a c t i c e d  t h e  
marriage customs too long. 

Poj Nyaj t o l d  t h e  two b r o t h e r s ,  " ~ u b  L i a j  Lus 
and Ntruv Me, from now on when us ing  any of t h e  m a r -  
r i a g e  customs, u s e  my name, o r  else t h e  husband o r  
wi fe  w i l l  d ie ."  So a f t e r  t h a t ,  any b r i d e  was c a l l e d  
Nkauj Nyab a f t e r  Poj  Nyaj . The s i s t e r  who looks  
a f t e r  t h e  fami ly  customs concerning t h e  Hmong lan-  
guage, dur ing  t h e  Hmong marr iage ,  is c a l l e d  N i a m  
Taim Yuab, which means Poj  Cuag. 



HMONG MARRIAGE CUSTOMS UP UNTIL TODAY 

The p r a c t i c e  of Hmong men and women t o  l i v e  
toge the r ,  Hmong s o c i a l  marr iage,  f r i endsh ip ,  fellow- 
s h i p ,  app rec i a t ion ,  sympathy, l ove  and marriage be- 
tween t h e  sexes  i s  a s  n a t u r a l  a s  ea t ing .  The number 
of  Hmong d ivo rces  is low i f  you compare i t  with t h a t  
i n  an i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  country. A simple s o c i a l  mar- 
r i a g e  among t h e  Hmong r e s u l t s  from sexua l  a t t r a c t i o n  
which n a t u r a l l y  r e s u l t s  i n  s exua l  i n t e r cour se .  

Hmong people were o f t e n  marr ied a t  a very young 
age  i n  t h e  pas t .  But i t  was uncommon f o r  a  c h i l d  t o  
be marr ied under t e n  yea r s  of  age. Most of the 
youth were marr ied by the  time they were f i f t e e n  how- 
ever .  Of course  t h e s e  were n o t  l ove  matches, and 
s e r i o u s  love  a f f a i r s  l a t e r  i n  l i f e  w i th  men and 
women t o  whom they  were n o t  marr ied were q u i t e  l i ke -  
l y  t o  occur.  

I n  Hmong c u l t u r e  i t  is no t  pe rmis s ib l e  t o  marry 
a person wi th  t h e  same c l a n  name. However, because 
descent  is reckoned through t h e  f a t h e r ' s  l i n e ,  and 
t h e  c h i l d  is  a  member of  h i s  o r  h e r  f a t h e r ' s  c lan,  
i t  is  pe rmis s ib l e  t o  marry c e r t a i n  cousins .  These 
inc lude  f o r  a man t h e  daughters  of h i s  mother 's 
b r o t h e r s  and h i s  f a t h e r ' s  s i s t e r s  and f o r  a  woman, 
t h e  sons of h e r  f a t h e r ' s  s i s t e r s  and h e r  mother's 
b ro the r s .  

It is  common t o  have sexua l  r e l a t i o n s  with a  
p o t e n t i a l  marr iage  p a r t n e r  be fo re  marr ia  e. Nobody 
i n  t h e  fami ly  w i l l  r a i s e  any ob jec t ions .  !? 
Marriage Negot ia t ions  

The usua l  way f o r  a  marr iage  t o  be negot ia ted  
i s  f o r  t h e  engagement t o  be  made by t h e  parents  of 
t h e  man and woman through "go-betweens" (May Kong). 
The engagement i s  a  c o n t r a c t  between the  parents  of 
t h e  young people. While t he  b r i d e  is  no t  paid t h e  
g i f t ,  t h e  va lue  of t he  g i f t  o f t e n  goes a  long way 
toward s e c u r i n g  a f avorab le  dec i s ion  by t h e  g i r l ' s  
pa ren t s .  



The two go-betweens come t o  t h e  home of t h e  
g i r l .  Much of t h e  work of making t h e  engagement i s  
o f t e n  done by means of songs. By c e r t a i n  songs they  
announce t h e i r  mission t o  t h e  g i r l ' s  parents .  Other 
songs c a r r y  t h e  work a long ,  even t o  t h e  ma t t e r  of 
approximately a r r ang ing  t h e  g i f t .  

o f f  
t he  

Sometimes the  p a r e n t s  a r e  unwi l l i ng  t o  marry 
a daughter .  Then t h e  young couple may go t o  
t h i r d  day of t he  t h i r d  moon. This  means t h a t  a 

g i r l  has  decided t o  run away w i t h  t h e  boy t o  h i s  
home t o  be married. Af t e r  t h r e e  days and t h r e e  
n i g h t s  both w i l l  come back t o  t h e  home of t h e  g i r l ' s  
parents  f o r  a wedding. This  method is  very common 
i n  t h e  young Hmong s o c i a l  marriage. However, t h e  
go-betweens a r e  s t i l l  used f o r  t h e  marriage. It is 
d i f f i c u l t  f o r  t h e  young marr ieds  t o  g e t  a d ivorce  
because of t h e i r  promise t o  t h e  go-betweens. Two 
persons from each s i d e  w i l l  be t h e  ones who a r e  
respons ib le  f o r  t h e  young marr ied c o n t r a c t .  A s  
go-betweens, t h e i r  r o l e  is  t o  keep t h e  promise of 
t h e  two young marr ied people and t o  make s u r e  no 
one breaks t h e  promise. 

The Hmong main ta in  t h a t  i n  t h e  p a s t ,  t o  s e l e c t  
t h e i r  sons-in-law and daughters-in-law, we consul ted  
anc i en t  c h a r a c t e r s  (symbols) wi th  which we were ac- 
quainted. We consul ted  t h e s e  symbols t o  s e e  i f  they  
agreed wi th  us  about o f f e r i n g  t h e  b r i d e  t o  t h e  groom 
o r  not .  The go-betweens followed t h e  o l d  t r a d i t i o n s  
from t h e  beginning of l i f e  concerning how God c r e a t e d  
the  e a r t h  and t h e  people. The symbols would show t h e  
groom's go-betweens whether t h e  engagement could t ake  
p lace  o r  no t .  The go-betweens a r e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  
people who know a l o t  about  Hmong marr iage customs 
and a r e  e s p e c i a l l y  t r a i n e d  t o  do t h i s .  

A s  an example of  marr iage  customs, i n  Hmong 
soc i e ty  a family which h a s  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  i t s  name 
which mean "family t h a t  has  d i r t y  water" could no t  
j o i n  with another  family t h a t  has  c h a r a c t e r s  meaning 
"family t h a t  has  no disease." The d i r t y  water  fam- 
i l y  means " the family t h a t  has  leprosy."  The c l ean  
water  family means " the family t h a t  has  no disease."  



Today t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  s t i l l  be l i eved  i n  
among t h e  Hmong, and t h e  b e l i e f s  a r e  s t i l l  s t rong  
about  n o t  l e t t i n g  a  daughter  o r  son marry i n t o  a  
fami ly  t h a t  is n o t  agreed t o  by t h e  pa ren t s .  

Sometimes t h e  groom's p a r e n t s  o r  go-betweens 
(May Kong) a r r i v e  a t  t h e  b r i d e ' s  house wi th  s e v e r a l  
g a l l o n s  o f  corn o r  r i c e  whiskey. Of ten  c i g a r e t t e s  
are exchanged a s  a symbol of honor t o  t h e  b r i d e ' s  
male cous ins ,  unc l e s ,  b r o t h e r s  and grandfa ther .  The 
females  i n  h e r  fami ly  have no r i g h t  t o  n e g o t i a t e  a t  
a l l .  The impor tan t  d e c i s i o n s  a r e  made by t h e  men i n  
t h a t  fami ly  only.  The symbol of o f f e r i n g  c i g a r e t t e s  
shows t h a t  t h e i r  engagement miss ion  i s  completed-- 
no th ing  e l s e .  

The go-betweens announce t h e i r  mission by sing- 
i n g  a  song. Most of t h e  work is done by t h e  go- 
betweens of bo th  s i d e s .  Custom provides  t h a t  t he  
b r i d e ' s  p a r e n t s  a r e  r e spons ib l e  f o r  food, while  t h e  
groom's people  remain i n  t h e i r  house. Whether t he  
n e g o t i a t i o n  of  t h e  b r i d e  is  o f f e r e d  o r  no t ,  t he re  
a r e  s t i l l  meals pu t  on t h e  t a b l e .  There is  no charge 
t o  t h e  groom's s i d e  f o r  t h e  c o s t  of ea t i ng .  Most of 
t he  t i m e ,  t h e  go-betweens w i l l  spend a s  much a s  one 
o r  two weeks t o  f i n i s h  t h e i r  work. The amount of 
money pa id  t h e  go-betweens i s  q u i t e  low, i f  you com- 
p a r e  i t  w i t h  t h e  va luab le  t i m e  spen t .  But t he  May 
Kong never  do t h i s  j ob  a s  t h e i r  only source  of  in- 
come, anyway. 

The marr iage  feast--held i n  two places--is a t  
t he  home o f  t h e  p a r e n t s  of  t h e  groom, and a t  t h e  
home of  t h e  b r i d e ' s  pa ren t s .  The b r i d e  must l e ave  
h e r  own home f o r  t h a t  of t h e  groom. The f i r s t  f e a s t  
t akes  p l a c e  a t  h e r  house. The c o s t s  o f  t h e  f e a s t  i n  
t h e  b r i d e ' s  house, t h e  two f a m i l i e s  s h a r e  equa l ly .  
Both i n v i t e  g u e s t s ,  men and women, t o  t h e  wedding. 
These g u e s t s  w i l l  b r i n g  t h e i r  p r e s e n t s  t o  t he  young 
couple  who w e r e  j u s t  marr ied.  Mostly t h e  b r i d e ' s  
side--aunts,  unc l e s ,  cous ins ,  sisters, b r o t h e r s ,  
grandparents--are  t hose  who b r i n g  a  l o t  of p r e sen t s ,  
and sometimes t h e s e  p r e s e n t s  a r e  worth more than t h e  
b r i d e ' s  p r i c e .  However, t h e  groom s t i l l  has  t o  pay 
t h e  b r i d e ' s  p r i c e ,  b u t  h e  w i l l  g e t  most of  t he  pre- 



r s e n t s  back and count i t  a s  t h e  beginning o f  t h e i r  
l i f e .  Back i n  t h e  o l d  days,  i f  t h e  b r i d e ' s  p a r e n t s  

1 were middle o r  upper c l a s s  people  when t h e i r  daughter  
married, a  female cow, horse ,  o r  water  b u f f a l o  was 
given t o  t h e i r  daughter  t o  s t a r t  h e r  new l i f e .  I f  
you compare t h i s  g i f t  of an animal and a l l  t h e  pre- 

' s e n t s ,  t h e  groom almost  g e t s  back double what he 
pays i n  b r i d e  p r i c e .  It is  almost  a s  i f  you i n v e s t  
i n  something. Everything t h e  b r i d e ' s  people  have 
given t o  them is l i s t e d  on paper  on t h e  day of t h e  
ceremony. The groom must honor and g ive  thanks t o  . - - -. 
the  people  who have given them g i r t s  bv knee l ing  and, 
bbwing t h r e e  t imes f o r  each g i f t .  The go-betweens - 
w i l l  s t and  bv and o r d e r  t h e  groom t o  do so.  Th i s  - 
i=i=iknlt -Fi-dni "I t h  

- e Hmong marr lage  cus- 
toms. The groom pays h i s  honor t o  t h e  people  who 
have given them g i f t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t o  t h e  b r i d e ' s  
paren ts  f i r s t  and then t o  t h e  grandparen ts ,  unc les ,  
b ro the r s ,  cous ins ,  and s o  on. 

I t  takes  about  seven y e a r s  t o  l e a r n  a l l  t h e  
Hmong marr iage customs and t o  become a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  
to  ca r ry  o u t  t h e  customs. The Hmong cons ide r  t h a t  
t o  o f f e r  you t h e i r  daughter  means t h e  l o s s  of t h e i r  
freedom. The b r i d e ' s  go-between s i n g s  a  s p e c i a l  
song t o  show t h a t  l o s s .  

Polygamy o r  "Sharing" 

The l a r g e  number o f  o u r  men who had more than 
one wi f e  was i nc reased  from 1960 t o  1970 because of 
the  war. There were l a r g e  numbers of widows who 
needed husbands t o  suppor t  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s .  I n  Hmong3 

11 c u l t u r e ,  No husband means no family." I n  t h e  four-  
teen yea r s  of  war i n  Laos we l o s t  thousands of o u r  
young men. There was a  s i g n i f i c a n t  s h a r i n g  of  hus- 
bands with those  wives. I n  o r d e r  t o  avoid  j ea lousy  
among those  wives, custom provided t h a t  each w i f e  
must be v i s i t e d  by h e r  husband on a  c e r t a i n  n i g h t .  
This p r a c t i c e  w e  c a l l  "sharing." 

The idea  o f  s h a r i n g  a  husband i n  eve ry th ing  is  
s t rong ly  emphasized i n  t h e  upbringing of c h i l d r e n .  
When the  c h i l d r e n  grow up, they f i n d  i t  n a t u r a l  t o  



s h a r e  l ove  and a f f e c t i o n  wi th  o the r s .  That,  however, 
does n o t  mean t h a t  a  woman can have more than one 
husband. 

I n  Hmong s o c i e t y ,  i f  a  woman has more than one 
husband, we cons ide r  he r  a  p r o s t i t u t e .  It  is  taboo 
f o r  t h e  woman t o  have more than one husband. How- 
e v e r  t h i s  p r a c t i c e  is  changing i n  t he  Hmong soc i e ty ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  t h e  young and educated. 

Hmong s o c i e t y  is  d iv ided  i n t o  two groups: the  
educated and t h e  uneducated. A s tudy  made i n  1970 
shows t h a t  t h e  uneducated group has a  higher  polyga- 
mous r a t e  than  t h e  educated group. The non-educated 
group had a  75 percent  polygamous marriage r a t e  i n  
1970. Those educated through h igh  school  had l e s s  
than a  25 pe rcen t  polygamous marr iage r a t e .  

The 1970 s tudy  gave us a  s i g n i f i c a n t  look i n t o  
Hmong s o c i e t y .  It showed t h a t  t h e r e  were no s o c i a l  
s e c u r i t y  b e n e f i t s  and no re t i rement  homes. Therefore,  
t h e  more c h i l d r e n  one had, t h e  more people t o  take  
c a r e  of one i n  one ' s  o l d  age. 

Divorce 

The go-between's power e x i s t s  u n t i l  he moves t o  
a d i f f e r e n t  s t a t e  o r  u n t i l  he d i e s .  I f  t h e r e  is  any 
t r o u b l e  between t h e  wi fe  and husband which the  go- 
between cannot so lve ,  t h e  nex t  s t e p  is  t o  go t o  t he  
c l a n  l eade r .  I f  t h e  l e a d e r  of t h e  c l an  cannot so lve  
i t ,  then  they  w i l l  go t o  t h e  ch i e f  of  t h e  v i l l a g e .  
I f  t h e  ch i e f  of t h e  v i l l a g e  cannot so lve  i t ,  then 
they can go t o  t h e  mayor of t h e  town. I f  t h e  mayor 
of  t h e  town and h i s  counc i l  cannot so lve  i t ,  then 
t h i s  i s  t h e  time t h a t  they can go t o  cour t .  

The c o u r t  cannot make any dec i s ion  about  who 
is wrong u n t i l  t h e  cou r t  hea r s  from t h e  go-betweens. 
I n  ou r  Hmong c o u r t  system, we do n o t  use  lawyers t o  
r e p r e s e n t  anyone. The man o r  woman involved i s  t h e  
one t h a t  can t e l l  t h e  cou r t  t h e  whole t r u t h .  The 
c o u r t  can g ive  permission t o  whoever wants t h e  
d ivorce ,  b u t  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, t h e  p a r t y  t h a t  is  



found g u i l t y  h a s  t o  pay e v e r y t h i n g  back t o  t h e  p a r t y  
t h a t  i s  n o t  g u i l t y .  

Divorce  f e e s  among t h e  Hmong a r e  v e r y  h igh .  For  
example, i f  a  man wants  t o  g e t  a d i v o r c e  w i t h o u t  a 
good reason ,  he  may have t o  pay double  h i s  w i f e ' s  
wedding c o s t .  H e  h a s  l o s t  f a c e ,  p a i d  a  l o t  of h i s  
money t o  t h e  c l a n  l e a d e r ,  t o  t h e  l e a d e r  o f  t h e  town 
o r  c i t y ,  and a l s o  t o  t h e  c o u r t .  H e  may n o t  be a b l e  
t o  pay a l l  of t h i s  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  and h i s  income 
f o r  t h e  rest of  h i s  l i f e  w i l l  be  used t o  pay o f f  
t h e s e  d e b t s .  

On t h e  o t h e r  hand, i f  t h e  c o u r t  f i n d s  t h a t  t h e  
woman i s  g u i l t y ,  t h e n  i t  is t h e  same s t o r y  f o r  h e r .  
She h a s  t o  pay a  f e e  t o  t h e  l o c a l  l e a d e r s h i p  and  pay 
h e r  husband's  b r i d e  p r i c e  back t o  him. If  t h e r e  
have been  any c h i l d r e n  by t h i s  m a r r i a g e ,  t h e  husband 
is  t h e  one t o  g e t  them. But i f  t h e  husband is t h e  
g u i l t y  one,  h e  t h e n  would g e t  n o t h i n g  b u t  h i s  c l o t h e s .  
Thus, t h e r e  is a s i g n i f i c a n t  punishment t o  b o t h  par-  
ties. 

I f  you are a  Vang m a r r i e d  t o  a Xiong, o r  one o f  
the  o t h e r  t h i r t e e n  c l a n s ,  and j u s t  g e t  a d i v o r c e  
w i t h o u t  a good r e a s o n ,  you may n e v e r  go back and 
touch t h e i r  c l a n  a g a i n .  I f  you s h o u l d  wish t o  re- 
marry i n t o  t h a t  c l a n ,  b e f o r e  t h e  n e g o t i a t i o n s ,  you 
must p u t  a  p e n a l t y  f e e  on t h e  t a b l e  f i r s t .  

A SURVEY OF ATTITUDES TOWARD MARRIAGE CUSTOMS 

S e t t i n g  

An impor tan t  q u e s t i o n  which h a s  been asked  o f  
t h e  c l a n  l e a d e r s  is  "Who w i l l  choose  t h e  m a r r i a g e  
p a r t n e r s  now? What w i l l  you do i f  your  s o n s  and 
d a u g h t e r s  do n o t  pe rmi t  you t o  choose t h e  p a r t n e r ? "  
A s t r o n g  response  came from t h e  e l d e r l y  and t h e  c l a n  
l e a d e r s .  " ~ e  o r  s h e  is  my son o r  daughte r .  1 want 
t o  s e e  and be  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e i r  f u t u r e .  T h i s  
must come from t h e  p a r e n t s . "  



On June 17,  1981, t h e  f i r s t  Hmong Nat iona l  Con- 
f e r e n c e  was h e l d  i n  S t .  Pau l ,  and t h o s e  a t t e n d i n g  
t a l k e d  and deba ted  a g r e a t  d e a l  about  t h e  changes 
t h a t  have taken  p l a c e  i n  o u r  c u l t u r e ,  and those  cus- 
toms we need t o  keep. A t  t h a t  meeting, we never  
came t o  any agreement on s o l u t i o n s ,  because t h e r e  
were two s i d e s  w i t h  d i f f e r e n t  i dea s .  I d i d  d i s cove r  
t h a t  a t  t h i s  mee t ing  we had n o t  inc luded  t h e  c l a n  
l e a d e r s .  The people  t h a t  were n o t  a t  t h i s  meeting 
were t h e  "go-betweens" and t h e  people  who s tudy  so- 
c i a l  s c i ence .  The May Kong, o r  "go-betweens," a r e  
t h e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  people  who on ly  d e a l  w i th  marr iage 
customs. They know about  t h e  needs,  and every th ing  
t h a t  h a s  t o  b e  done. The c l a n  l e a d e r s  i n  t h e  fami ly  
a r e  t h e  ones  who make t h e  d e c i s i o n s  about  what i s  
r i g h t  o r  wrong. The s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  a r e  t h e  ones 
who s tudy  s o c i a l  behavior  and c u l t u r e  changes and 
s o c i e t y .  Therefore ,  we must a l l  g e t  t oge the r  and 
l i s t e n  t o  each o t h e r .  Then t h e  n a t i o n a l  l e a d e r s h i p  
w i l l  be  t h e  o n l y  ones  t o  make t h e  impor tan t  deci-  
s i o n s  about  t h e  Hmong i n  America, France,  Canada, 
A u s t r a l i a  and Thai land.  

Methods 

During J u l y  27-30, 1981, I t r a v e l e d  t o  S t .  Pau l  
and Minneapol is ,  Minnesota,  t o  i n t e r v i e w  t h e  Iimong 
c l a n  l e a d e r s ,  Hmong t eenage r s ,  and a l s o  former m i l i -  
t a r y  l e a d e r s  from Laos. 

I d i d  t h i s  s t udy  t o  l e a r n  how Hmong c u l t u r e  
and marr iage  customs have changed s i n c e  t h e  Hmong 
came t o  America about  f i v e  y e a r s  ago. It was a l s o  
i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  l ook  a t  t h e  changes i n  Hmong h i s t o r y .  

I n  t h i s  r e s e a r c h ,  I went t o  t h e  Lao Family 
Community i n  S t .  Paul .  I n  t h e i r  o f f i c e ,  t h e r e  a r e  
many former Hmong e l d e r l y  c l a n  l e a d e r s  t a k i n g  ESL 
c l a s s e s .  I in te rv iewed t h i r t y  people.  Twenty w e r e  
men and t e n  were women. A l l  t h e  men who p a r t i c i p a t e d  
i n  Engl i sh  c l a s s e s  were among t h o s e  who had t h e  l e a s t  
educa t i on  i n  Laos,  and who could  n o t  speak even one 
word of  Engl ish.  These people  l i v e d  i n  Laos under 
t h e  o l d  Hmong t r a d i t i o n s ,  customs, c u l t u r e ,  and 



s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  which are t o t a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  
from t h e  ones t hey  l i v e  under now i n  t h i s  country.  

Resu l t s  of In te rv iews  

I n  t h i s  r e sea rch  p r o j e c t ,  I in te rv iewed two 
former Nai Kong ( supe rv i so r s  o f  v i l l a g e s ) .  These 
two gentlemen w e r e  c l an  l e a d e r s  and knew most of t h e  
Hmong customs. They po in t ed  o u t  how American cus- 
toms looked t o  them. The i r  ne ighbors  had among them 
divorced women, without  husbands and wi th  s i x  o r  
seven ch i ld ren .  Should we l e t  o u r  young t eenage r s  
l e a r n  and p r a c t i c e  t h i s  system of behavior?  I f  w e  
a r e  human be ings  and can t a k e  c a r e  of  o u r  own people ,  
should w e  l e t  ou r  people  walk i n  t h e  street wi thout  
family? The Nai Kong t o l d  m e  about  t h e  way t h a t  God 
is  t e l l i n g  people how t o  l i v e  t oge the r .  There i s  
t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  of be ing  a  pa ren t  t h a t  t h e  young 
couple who want t o  g e t  marr ied  should t h i n k  about .  
They depend on t h e i r  family.  T h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  
back t o  t h e  family a r e  very  s t rong .  I f  you have a  
daughter  o r  son w i t h  bad behavior  n o t  s u i t a b l e  t o  
t h e  s o c i e t y ,  you a s  t h e  p a r e n t s  w i l l  l o s e  f a c e ,  and 
t o  l o s e  f a c e  i n  o u r  c u I t u r e  means you have l o s t  your 
country.  So i n  t h a t  case  t h e  p a r e n t s  have t h e  power 
and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  a s s i s t  t h e i r  son o r  daughter  
u n t i l  t he  t i m e  when no one can r e a l l y  do anyth ing  
t h a t  w i l l  cause t h e  fami ly  t o  be  broken up. 

I n  t h i s  r e sea rch ,  I found t h a t  t h e  m a j o r i t y  of 
I1 f ree"  b r i d e s  have more problems than t h e  ones f o r  
whom b r i d e  p r i c e  was paid.  The b r i d e  p r i c e  is  a  
good t i e  t o  t i e  t h e  young couple  t o g e t h e r  and a l s o  
a l l  t h e  r e l a t i v e s  from t h e  b r i d e ' s  s i d e .  I t  i s  a 
custom t h a t  has  been fol lowed gene ra t i on  a f t e r  
generat ion.  The s t r o n g  b e l i e f  i n  o l d  t r a d i t i o n s  i s  
good, e s p e c i a l l y  where i t  concerns marr iage customs. 

I n  t h e  o l d  days, .God t o l d  Tub L i a j  Lus and 
Ntruv M e  t h a t  every young man t h a t  marries should 
pay t h e  b r i d e  p r i c e  a s  fol lows:  kub npa ib  t x i a s  
(gold) - 3 grams; ny i av  npa ib  l a g  ( s i l v e r )  - 3 
ounces. This  would g ive  t h e i r  l i v e s  sunshine  and 
no t roub le  t o  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s ,  because God s a i d  so.  



Since  then ,  t h e  Hmong have pa id  t h e  b r i d e  p r i c e  when 
they have marr ied  i n  o r d e r  t o  keep t h e  t r a d i t i o n  of 
t h e  o l d  days when God t o l d  h i s  people what t o  do. 

It was a s u r p r i s e  f o r  m e ,  dur ing  my t h r e e  days 
i n  S t .  Paul  and Minneapolis,  t o  l e a r n  t h a t  100 per- 
cen t  of  t h e  young people  1 8  t o  25 yea r s  o l d ,  agree  
t h a t  t h e  b r i d e  p r i c e  should be pa id  ( i n  American 
d o l l a r s  up t o  $1,000). Having a wedding recept ion  
o r  d inner  depends on t h e  two f a m i l i e s .  (These young 
people  a r e  unmarried h igh  schoo l  and co l l ege  s tuden t s  
and i n c l u d e  a former c o l o n e l ' s  son and a gene ra l ' s  
son.  ) 

By custom, t h e  marr iage  system i n  Laos has  
t h r e e  pa ths :  

1. engagement through go-betweens 
2. k idnapping t h e  b r i d e  by t h e  groom 
3. t h e  b r i d e  fo l lowing  t h e  groom t o  h i s  home 

t o  marry him 

Of t h i r t y  teenagers  in te rv iewed,  100 percent  
a g r e e  t h a t  t h i s  engagement method i s  t h e  b e s t  way. 
There a r e  c u r r e n t l y  d i f f e r e n t  i d e a s  about  Hmong mar- 
r i a g e  p r a c t i c e s  among t h e  o l d e r  Hmong. From age 30 
t o  age 60, they  a r e  d iv ided  i n t o  two groups, t he  
educated and t h e  uneducated. They each have d i f -  
f e r e n t  i d e a s  about Hmong marr iage customs. One 
th ing  t h a t  n e a r l y  a l l  of t h e  o l d e r  people  agree  on 
is t h a t  marr iage customs should be  c a r r i e d  o u t  by 
t h e  May Kong o r  go-betweens. The fol lowing t a b l e  
shows t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  i d e a s  of  t he  o l d e r  
people  and t h e  young, t h e  educated and t h e  uneducated. 

Question: Should t h e  payment of t h e  b r i d e  
p r i c e  be a s  much a s  $1,000? 

Agree Disagree 

1 8  - 25 
Educated 100% 0 

30 - 60 
Uneducated 

30 - 60 
Educated 



Summary and Conclusions 

Hmong marr iage customs a r e  o f t e n  debated,  bu t  
good dec i s ions  regarding marr iage r e q u i r e  a  s o l i d  
knowledge base. That is the  reason f o r  t h i s  r e sea rch  
to  f i n d  ou t  from the  Hmong c l a n  l e a d e r s ,  t h e  go- 
betweens, former supe rv i so r s  of v i l l a g e s ,  and o t h e r s  
who used t o  dea l  wi th  marr iage customs i n  Laos, what 
Hmong marr iage customs a r e  and t h e  c u r r e n t  problems. 
This  i s  t h e  f i r s t  known re sea rch  done by a  Hmong 
person on the  c u r r e n t  assessment of marr iage among 
the  Hmong i n  t he  United S t a t e s .  

There a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t  customs among t h e  Hmong 
which nobody i n  Hmong h i s t o r y  has  eve r  recorded. The 
customs have been passed on t o  t h e  young people from 
genera t ion  t o  genera t ion .  I found Hmong people who 
could s t i l l  t e l l  me about  t h e  f i r s t  two persons on 
ea r th .  I discovered t h a t  most of t he  people t h a t  I 
interviewed d id  no t  understand timong s o c i e t y .  

I d i d  speak t o  two former supe rv i so r s  of v i l -  
l ages  i n  Laos, whose words I t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  Engl i sh ,  
and I count them a s  Hmong phi losophers .  They answer- 
ed every ques t ion  I asked regard ing  Hmong marr iage 
customs. They s a i d ,  "It is no t  i n  human n a t u r e  f o r  
t h e  young t o  fo l low t h e  e l d e r l y ,  b u t  ' t h e  young bee 
i s  a  poor fo l lower  and must p r a c t i c e  fo l lowing  
dancers be fo re  i t  can a c c u r a t e l y  pe rce ive  another  
bee 's  dance."' A f t e r  doing t h i s  research ,  i t  made 
me wonder where the  Hmong a r e  heading. It could be 
t h a t  sometimes t h e  e l d e r l y  a r e  l o s i n g  c o n t r o l  i n  
t h e i r  f ami l i e s .  

Since so  many Hmong have r e s e t t l e d  i n  t h i s  
country i t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  s e e  t h e  changes i n  
Hmong marr iage customs. For example, one Hmong 
couple,  marr ied f o r  j u s t  one month, had t h e i r  mar- 
r i a g e  annul led  a f t e r  sending  t h e  i n v i t a t i o n s  t o  
t h e i r  r e l a t i v e s  and l e a d e r s  a l l  over  t h e  United 
S ta t e s .  This  is  t h e  f i r s t  t ime t h i s  has  happened 
with the  Hmong . 



I n  t h i s  s tudy  i t  seems c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  e l d e r l y  
w i l l  have t o  d e a l  with a  l o t  of s o c i a l  changes re- 
garding marr iage customs f o r  th 'a i r  teenagers .  Here 
a r e  t h ree  major d i r e c t i o n s  which Hmong l e a d e r s  may 
choose t o  take :  

A. Make t h e  changes which in f luence  t h e  Hmong 
teenagers  understandable t o  t he  o lde r  people. 

B. The power of t he  pa ren t s ,  go-betweens and 
c l a n  l e a d e r s  must be  maintained. 

C. The behavior  of t h e  Hmong teenagers  should 
be c o n t r o l l e d  by t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong 
a u t h o r i t y .  

On pre l iminary  a n a l y s i s  of t h e  b r i d e  p r i c e  i n  
American d o l l a r s ,  i t  should be s e t  a t  $1,000 f o r  
bo th  t h e  educated and t h e  uneducated. Hmong marriage 
means t o  be a b l e  t o  have a  family,  and a l s o  good re- 
l a t i o n s h i p s  wi th  t h e  o t h e r  c l an ,  i f  you a r e  t h e i r  
son-in-law o r  daughter-in-law. The b i g  i s s u e  i s  not  
t o  j u s t  g e t  marr ied and ga in  a wife  o r  husband. The 
p o i n t  i s  t o  develop new r e l a t i o n s h i p s  wi th  your new 
pa ren t s ,  b r o t h e r s ,  s i s t e r s ,  unc les ,  cousins ,  and so  
on. That is  t h e  b a s i s  on which Hmong s o c i a l  customs 
have been p r a c t i c e d  gene ra t ion  a f t e r  generat ion.  D i -  
vorce no t  on ly  s e p a r a t e s  you from your wife  o r  hus- 
band, i t  a l s o  s e p a r a t e s  you from a l l  of your r e l a -  
t i o n s h i p s  with t h e i r  c lan .  The Hmong say  "Choj l o v  
kev tu." I n  Engl i sh  t h i s  means, " i f  t h e  b r idge  is  
broken dowl, t h e  road cannot b e  t r ave l l ed . "  

Specia l  thanks t o  D r .  Kenneth Root f o r  h e l p  i n  r eo r -  
ganiz ing  and e d i t i n g  this paper; and t o  Katr inka 
S ieber  f o r  typ ing  t h e  conference ve r s ion .  

1. Barney (1957) d i s c u s s e s  a  p r a c t i c e  he c a l l s  t r i a l  
marr iage which is  s i m i l a r ,  bu t  by ou r  information 
t h e r e  i s  much v a r i a t i o n  from one region t o  another  
and many Hmong p a r e n t s  w i l l  no t  approve of sexual  
r e l a t i o n s  be fo re  marriage. Led.] 



REFERENCES 

Barney, G. Linwood. 1957. C h r i s t i a n i t y  : I n n o v a t i o n  
i n  Meo C u l t u r e .  Unpublished master 's  t h e s i s ,  
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Minnesota.  

Kao Vang 
S o u t h e a s t  Asian Refugee 

C o o r d i n a t o r  
701  Iowa S t r e e t  
Decorah,  Iowa 51201 



APPENDIX 

L i s t  o f  Names 

Tub L i a j  Lus Bro thers  who t r ave l ed  t o  
Heaven t o  g e t  t h e  marr iage 

Ntruv M e  customs from God. 

Kub Npaib Txias  
(go ld  - 3 grams) > T r a d i t i o n a l  b r i d e  p r i c e  

Nyiav Npaib Lag 
( s i l v e r  - 3 ounces) 

Yeu Txis  ( f a t h e r )  > P a r e n t s  of Tub L i a j  Lus 
and Ntruv M e  

Pus Txis  (mother) 

Zaj Txooj Songs of  t h e  Dragon Flood 

Po j Cuag (chimpanzee) Animals caught by Tub L i a j  
Lus and Ntruv M e  t o  be dem- 
o n s t r a t o r s  of t h e  marr iage 
customs and a f t e r  which t h e  

Poj Nyaj (monkey) s i s t e r  and b r i d e  a r e  named. 

Niam Taim Yuab ( s i s t e r )  

Nkauj Nyab ( b r i d e )  

Poj  Cuas Ob Nus Muag - Adam and Eve, b r o t h e r  and 
sister, marriage 

Nkauj I a b  Nraug 00 - Death (Nkauj I ab  Nraug Oog 
and Poj  Cuas Ob Nus Muag 
a r e  t h e  same except  when i t  
comes t o  marr iage and dea th)  

Nkauj Ntsuab (woman) 
F i r s t  man and woman on e a r t h  

S i s  Nab (man) 

Ntuj  Thsa Teb Nqhuab P l a c e  t h a t  i s  l i k e  a d e s e r t  
( pos s ib ly  Mesopotamia) 



Ntuj Daus Xib Teb Place  of co ld  and snow 
Daus Npu 

Ntuj Khaib Huab P lace  t h a t  i s  da rk  s i x  
months and day l igh t  s i x  
months 

Muam Nkaug L i g  Teb Mongolia 



TRADITIONAL HMONG BIRTH CUSTOMS: 
A HISTORICAL STUDY 

Gayle Siscard P o t t e r  and Al ice  Whiren 

The fami ly  system surrounding pregnancy and c h i l d -  
b i r t h  t h a t  i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  i n  t h e  Hmong c u l t u r e  is s o  
u n l i k e  t h e  c u l t u r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  i n  American s o c i e t y  t h a t  
b a r r i e r s  t o  understanding i n e v i t a b l y  a r i s e  a s  t h i s  pop- 
u l a t i o n  from Southeas t  A s i a  i s  t ranspor ted  i n t o  an  
American mi l i eu .  Childbearing i s  i n t e g r a l  t o  Hmong 
f ami ly  l i f e ,  being founded on concepts  of h e a l t h f u l  
inter-dependence of household members. I n  c o n t r a s t ,  
ch i ldbea r ing  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  is  surrounded w i t h  
t h e  pe rcep t ion  of i l l n e s s .  The pregnant woman is  
i s o l a t e d  from t h e  fami ly  and f i r m l y  encapsulated w i t h i n  
t h e  modern medical  h o s p i t a l  s e t t i n g .  The i n t e n t  of 
t h i s  s tudy  i s  t o  examine t r a d i t i o n a l  b o n g  b i r t h i n g  
p r a c t i c e s  based on informants  a v a i l a b l e  i n  one midwest- 
e r n  U.S. c i t y .  

Savina (1924) and Berna tz ik  (1970) d id  not  focus  
on t h e  i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l  a s p e c t s  of t h e  Hmong b i r t h i n g  
system. Such a s tudy  is  s i g n i f i c a n t  today s i n c e  t h e  
Hmong s o c i e t y  is  i n  t h e  t h r o e s  of c ros s -cu l tu ra l  adapta-  
t i o n  thatmakes t h e  r a m i f i c a t i o n s  of changing b i r t h i n g  
p r a c t i c e s  e s p e c i a l l y  r e l e v a n t .  

METHODOLOGY 

The Lansing,Michigan,Hmong Community was t h e  
major sou rce  of in format ion  f o r  t h e  s tudy.  An i n t e r -  
view schedule  was prepared t o  e l i c i t  information of 
s p e c i f i c s  of  t h e  Hmong peoples '  concept ions of reproduc 
t i o n ,  pregnancy, t h e  b i r t h  even t ,  f a m i l i a l  support  sys- 
tems, post-partum p r a c t i c e s ,  and phys i ca l  o r  s o c i a l  
i r r e g u l a r i t i e s ,  The p r i n c i p a l  informants  were 23-year- 
old Chia Xiong and h i s  19-year-old wi fe  Chue Lee. 
Three one hour long in t e rv i ews  were conducted wi th  t h e  
Xiong ' s dur ing  A p r i l  and May of 1981, fol lowing t h e  
b i r t h  of t h e  son ,  Houa William, i n  March of 1981. 



Additional information was gathered i n  an interview with 
Mrs. Njua Yang, t h e  48-year-old medicine woman of the  
Lansing community. Also present  a t  t h e  t i m e  of M r s .  
Yang's interview was Fa Tong, e l d e r  of t h e  Lansing 
Hmong and 23 o ther  members of t h e  Lansing Hmong communi- 
ty.  Observational d a t a  w e r e  obtained during t h e  hos- 
p i t a l  b i r t h  of Houa William and during t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
naming ceremony t h a t  was held f o r  him i n  May of 1981. 

CONCEPTS OF REPRODUCTION 

Marriage --- 

Marriage i s  e s s e n t i a l  i n  t h e  Hmong scheme of l i f e .  
It is governed by a s t r i c t  set of r u l e s ,  r egu la t ions  and 
taboos. There is  a very s t rong taboo aga ins t  r e l a t i o n -  
ships  between brothers ,  sisters and p a r a l l e l  cousins. 
Cross cousins a r e  considered espec ia l ly  s u i t a b l e  mar- 
r i age  pa r tne r s  and a r e  most o f t e n  favored by t h e  parents .  
The i n c e s t  taboo i s  so strong t h a t  s o c i a l  contact  be- 
tween the  p a r t i e s  is  considered a v i o l a t i o n .  Further-  
more, looking i n t o  t h e  f a c e  of a forbidden person,or 
drinking i n  h i s  presence is  a l s o  considered taboo. 
Breaking t h e  i n c e s t  taboo is  a major s o c i a l  d isgrace  
and o f ten  leads  t o  ostracism o r  expulsion. The only 
taboo d i r e c t l y  associa ted  with sexual  r e l a t i o n s  is the  
one t h a t  bans premari ta l  sexual  r e l a t i o n s  wi th in  the  
home. It i s  sa id  t o  offend the  household s p i r i t s  and 
there a r e  strong f e a r s  concerning t h e  manifes ta t ions  of 
t h e i r  wrath. Beyond t h i s ,  t h e  punishment of t h e  of- 
fense is l e f t  f o r  t h e  s p i r i t s  t o  administer .  

b o n g  boys tend t o  marry a t  about age 16. G i r l s  
a r e  general ly 20 o r  more a s  i t  i s  f e l t  t h a t  g i r l s  a r e  
not physica l ly  s t rong enough t o  bear t h e  r i g o r s  of 
c h i l d b i r t h  u n t i l  they have passed t h e i r  20th year be- 
cause each would be expected t o  bear 10 chi ldren.  

Divorce is  not  unknown to  t h e  Hmong, though i t  is  
by f a r  t h e  exception r a t h e r  than t h e  r u l e .  An indisput-  
ab le  request  f o r  divorce i s  made when t h e  wi fe  remains 
barren f o r  a period of one year. Divorce f o r  t h i s  rea- 
son i s  not  mandatory, however, and couples may choose 



t o  adopt a c h i l d  from a l a r g e  family i n  an attempt t o  
a l l e v i a t e  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  i n  the  eyes of t h e  s p i r i t s .  

A ch i ld  born out-of-wedlock is  an accepted member 
of t h e  community. There is  no t r a n s l a t i o n  f o r  the  word 
bas tard  i n  the  Hmong language. I f  a woman becomes preg- 
nant and is unable t o  secure  a marriage, she is  shamed. 
I f  t h e  man re fuses  t o  marry t h e  g i r l ,  he may go t o  a 
lawyer and nego t ia te  a f i n a n c i a l  set t lement.  I f  he 
does not  come t o  an agreement with the  woman, he may be 
j a i l e d  and f ined.  Depending on t h e  circumstances, the  
woman may a l s o  be sub jec t  t o  a j a i l  sentence. When the  
chi ld  is named, he is  given a f i r s t  name and a family 
name. The family name t h a t  he is  given i s  not the  same 
a s  t h a t  of e i t h e r  parent  but i s  se lec ted  from a l imi ted  
a r ray  of appropr ia te  Hmong surnames. 

Abortion i s  frowned on but  not  unheard of .  Most 
abor t ions  occur p r i o r  t o  t h e  end of the  f i r s t  t r imester  
The most common method of abor t ion c a l l s  f o r  inges t ing 
a herbal  t e a  t h a t  i s  genera l ly ,  but not always, success. 
f u l .  

Conception 

The Hmong understand t h a t  sexual  in tercourse  is 
necessary f o r  a pregnancy t o  occur. Although parents  
discourage premari ta l  sex, i t  is  extremely common. 
Once a pregnancy occurs,  a marriage is  negotiated a s  
r ap id ly  a s  poss ib le .  

While t h e  Hmong understand t h e  bas ic  biology of 
pregnancy, they tend t o  g ive  g r e a t e r  considerat ion t o  
t h e  s p i r i t u a l  aspects .  Take, f o r  example, t h e  fol lowin 
interview with 23 -year -o ld  Chia Xiong following the  
b i r t h  of h i s  f i r s t  ch i ld .  

Interviewer:  Where does t h e  baby come from? Is 
t h e  baby a s p i r i t ?  Is the  baby an 
ances tor?  

Chia: No. 

Interviewer : Where does t h e  baby come from? 



Chia: When t h e  baby is  born so women (only) 
say t h e  God bring t h e  baby too.  

Interviewer: Where was t h e  baby before he  came 
here? 

Chia: We don ' t  know. 

Gestation 

Hmong theor ies  of g e s t a t i o n  a r e  l imi ted .  The baby 
does not begin i n  a smaller  ve r s ion  of t h e  human form. 
It changes during g e s t a t i o n  but they cannot descr ibe  
how. The man who ca res  f o r  the  cemetery knows more 
about ges ta t ion  than any other  person i n  the  community, 
according t o  my informants. H e  is required t o  bury a l l  
abort ions (unless concealed) , s t i l l b i r t h s  and miscar- 
r iages .  He must a l s o  c u t  open t h e  abdomen of a preg- 
nant woman who had died so  t h a t  t h e  mother and ch i ld  
may be buried separa te ly .  

Beginnings of L i f e  -- 
When Njua Yang was asked when an embryo/fetus be- 

comes a person, those present  began t a lk ing  and ges tur-  
ing a t  once i n  considerable excitement. Voices were 
louder than normal conversat ional  tones. A t  t h i s  po in t ,  
t h e  interview had gone on about 20 minutes. Occasional- 
l y ,  two answers and an a d d i t i o n a l  comment w e r e  received 
from t h e  group. Only married a d u l t s  took p a r t  i n  the  
discussion.  When t h e  answer was f i n a l l y  given,  i t  was 
s t a ted  t h a t :  

The men say i t  is not  a person u n t i l  i t  comes out .  

The women say before,  when i t  is  growing. 

A quie t  male voice  i n  t h e  background added, 

You see  we r e a l l y  don't  know f o r  sure.  



J Concepts of Contraception 

Contraception i s  unknown t o  t h e  Hmong. For t h e  
most p a r t ,  t h e  genera l  a t t i t u d e  concerning the  des i ra-  
b i l i t y  of ch i ld ren  and t h e  s t a t u s  given a l a rge  family 
outweighs t h e  need f o r  b i r t h  control .  

PREGNANCY 

Prena ta l  Care 

B i r t h  is a n a t u r a l  event. There a r e  no designated 
midwives i n  the  Hmong soc ie ty  but medicine women a r e  
a v a i l a b l e  t o  take charge i f  a physica l  problem occurs. 
I n  most pregnancies, t h e  mother-to-be c a r r i e s  on much 
a s  before w i t h a  s l i g h t l y  slackened pace. There a r e  no 
taboos about food and no s p e c i a l  foods a r e  introduced 
i n t o  her d i e t .  

The most common s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  requires  the  medi- 
c i n e  woman's presence i s  back pain. I f  t h e  pregnant 
woman complains about pain i n  t h e  lower back or abdomen 
t h e  medicine woman comes and pos i t ions  the  baby. It 
i s  believed t h a t  such a condit ion i s  caused by s t re tch-  
ing o r  reaching. I n  many cases,  t h e  a c t u a l  treatment 
is  an ex te rna l  cephalic version.  

j ~ i r  t h  Teaching 

About one month before t h e  f i r s t  ch i ld  i s  due, the  
husband's mother and f a t h e r  i n s t r u c t  the  prospective 
parents  concerning c h i l d b i r t h  and i n f a n t  care. The 
sess ion  i s  t h e  most formal teaching s i t u a t i o n  i n  the  

~Hmong cu l tu re .  The couple receives  s p e c i f i c  i n s t r u c t i o  
about t h e  b i r t h  event including: b i r th ing  posi t ion ,  
t h e  catch,  procedures f o r  a d i f f i c u l t  b i r t h ,  and expec- 
t a t i o n s  of t h e  husband. They a l s o  receive  r u l e s  fo r  
t h e  confinement of t h e  wife  and t h e  food taboos t h a t  
accompany it. 

I f  t h e  husband's pa ren t s  a r e  unavailable,  t h i s  
r o l e  w i l l  be assumed by o lde r ,  married r e l a t i v e s  i n  the 
a r e a  o r  by t h e  medicine woman and her husband. They 



then assume the  r o l e  of parents  during t h e  a c t u a l  
b i r t h .  

THE BIRTH 

Defini t ion  of t h e  Event 

B i r t h  i n  t h e  Hmong soc ie ty  i s  a family a f f a i r .  
Both husband and wife play an  important r o l e  a s  do t h e  
husband's parents .  Any married r e l a t i v e ,  wi th  t h e  ex- 
ception of nursing mothers, may a t tend.  Unless the  l a -  
bor is extremely long and arduous, only t h e  husband and 
h i s  parents  a r e  required t o  be present .  Trad i t ion  has 
it,  however, t h a t  young, unmarried g i r l s  hover ou t s ide  
t h e  windows and doors t o  fol low t h e  events and t o  keep 
the  v i l l a g e  informed of t h e  progress. 

Bir th  Attendants and Support System 

The husband provides t h e  bas ic  support u n i t .  I f  
it is the  couple's f i r s t  c h i l d ,  at tendance by h i s  par- 
en t s  or  t h e i r  r epresen ta t ives  is mandatory. The mother- 
in-law i s  of ten  requested t o  b o i l  water f o r  eggs t h a t  
w i l l  be fed t o  the  mother immediately following b i r t h .  
Unless the  b i r t h  becomes complicated no o the r  need be 
present.  

I f  complications a r i s e  t h e  support system swings 
i n t o  ac t ion.  It has four  components t h a t  a r e  charac- 
ter ized by the  length  of labor .  

1. When i t  begins t o  appear t h a t  t h e  labor  is  
not proceeding smoothly, t h e  o the r  r e l a t i v e s  
of the  household a r e  c a l l e d  i n t o  t h e  room. 
A t  t h i s  point  t h e  ban aga ins t  o l d e r ,  un- 
married family members is  l i f t e d .  Young 
chi ldren and e s p e c i a l l y  nursing mothers a r e  
excluded. It is  f e l t  t h a t  t h e  presence of a 
nursing mother is  extremely harmful, even t o  
be feared.  

2. A s  tens ion increases ,  a male family member re- 
c i t e s  a spec ia l  chant. Addit ional  r e l a t i v e s  



may j o i n  t h e  group a t  t h i s  time. Because t h e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  house is  very l a rge  (26,000 sq. 
f t . )  t h i s  may include l a rge  numbers of people. 
A group of 30 or  more i s  not  uncommon. 

3.  The medicine woman i s  c a l l e d  t o  administer  an 
herbal  t e a  which i s  believed t o  hasten t h e  
del ivery .  Her presence is  not  requested un- 
til t h e  labor  approaches 24 hours. I f  b i r t h  
has not  occurred a f t e r  two o r  th ree  days, t h e  
medicine woman is asked t o  attempt manually 
t o  s t imula te  t h e  b i r t h .  

4. Medicine bowls a r e  f i l l e d  with water and 
placed around t h e  room. Prayers a r e  s a i d  over 
them. The group i n  t h e  room grows and tension 
i s  r e f l e c t e d  among them. 

Trad i t iona l ly ,  t h e  avenues f o r  support have become 
exhausted a t  t h i s  point .  The woman who has been unable 
t o  de l ive r  inev i t ab ly  d i e s ;  modern medical a l t e r n a t i v e s  
have l a r g e l y  been unavailable.  

Onset of Labor and Normal B i r t h  

A t  t h e  onset  of labor ,  t h e  woman hastens t o  r e t u r n  
home (or t o  a cousin ' s  home). It is important t o  reach 
home due t o  t h e  f e a r  t h a t  unfriendly s p i r i t s  w i l l  harm 
her i n  o ther  surroundings. The mother is  allowed t o  
g ive  b i r t h  i n  t h e  bedroom of her  husband's house o r  i n  
any of h i s  cousin ' s  homes. Any other  home would be 
considered dangerous because t h e  s p i r i t s  would r e j e c t  
t h e  woman. This may expla in  why Sue J u l i a n  (American 
refugee sponsor) f e l t  t h a t  many Hmong women concealed 
t h e i r  labor i n  an at tempt t o  g ive  b i r t h  a t  home r a t h e r  
than be transported t o  a h o s p i t a l  (Interview March 8, 
1981). 

Beginning wi th  the  f i r s t  con t rac t ion ,  the woman i s  
expected t o  observe the  post-partum taboos. Especial ly 
s i g n i f i c a n t  i s  t h e  taboo aga ins t  touching o r  ea t ing 
anything cold. A l l  water must be boiled and served 
steaming hot  including anything used f o r  washing. Eat- 
ing a s o l i d  food i s  forbidden. 



Once i n  t h e  bedroom, t h e  woman's husband i s  ex- 
pected t o  be i n  attendance. H e  d i r e c t s  anyone e l s e  
t h a t  may en te r  un less  t h i s  is t h e  f i r s t  ch i ld .  I f  such 
is  the  case,  he shares  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  wi th  h i s  par- 
en t s  (or t h e i r  r epresen ta t ives ) .  

The mother l i e s  on t h e  bed while i n  e a r l y  labor  
but moves t o  a squat t ing  pos i t ion  on a small s t o o l  be- 
s i d e  t h e  bed f o r  t h e  a c t u a l  de l ive ry .  The husband as- 
sumes a pos i t ion  behind h i s  wife wi th  h i s  arms locked 
under her breas t .  

There a r e  no es tab l i shed  r u l e s  about who w i l l  ca tch  
or  wash t h e  baby. Most o f t e n  i t  is t h e  f a t h e r  o r  grand- 
parents ,  but other r e l a t i v e s  may perform t h e  task .  The 

[ -  catch is a bl ind ca tch  because of the  taboo aga ins t  
'--looking a t  t h e  woman's legs .  

A s  soon a s  the  c h i l d  p resen t s  i t s e l f ,  t h e  umbil ical  
cord i s  cut .  Trad i t iona l ly ,  it was c u t  wi th  two sharp 
pieces of bamboo. M r s .  Yang sa id  that i n  the  p a s t  few 
years heated s c i s s o r s  have been used (Interview May 14,  
1981). 

The baby i s  washed and wrapped i n  a l a r g e  p iece  of 
c lo th .  I f  c lo thes  w e r e  prepared f o r  both sexes,  t h e  
baby would be dressed. I f  no t ,  which i s  o f t e n  t h e  case, 
the  baby would remain wrapped i n  the  c l o t h  u n t i l  t h e  
fa the r  has an opportunity t o  ge t  t o  a market where he 
can purchase new c l o t h e s  f o r  t h e  ch i ld .  Having c l o t h e s  
ready f o r  the  c h i l d  is  not taboo, but they must be sex 
appropriate and a r e  genera l ly  purchased a f t e r  t h e  f a c t .  

The wait f o r  t h e  p lacenta  begins. I f  t h e  p lacenta  
does not  present  i t s e l f ,  t h e  medicine woman i s  c a l l e d  
i n  t o  administer a hot  d r ink  t h a t  i s  believed t o  has ten  
expulsion. I f  t h i s  method f a i l s ,  one of t h e  r e l a t i v e s  
i s  asked t o  t r y  t o  p u l l  t h e  p lacenta  from t h e  mother. 

Bernatzik reported t h a t :  

The placenta and umbil ical  cord a r e  preserved 
i n  a bamboo which, i n  the case of a boy, i s  
buried next t o  the  middle post  of t h e  house; 



i n  t h e  ca se  0 f . a  g i r l ,  under t h e  bed of t he  
p a r e n t s ;  always about th ree-quar te rs  of  a 
meter deep. When I inqu i r ed  a s  t o  t he  rea- 
sons f o r  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  I w a s  t o l d :  A 
g i r l  l eaves  t h e  house when she  marr ies  and 
from then  on belongs t o  t he  o t h e r  family;  
a boy, however, s t a y s  i n  t h e  house and aug- 
ments t he  p r o s p e r i t y  of t h e  family. My 
Meau ( a  h i s t o r i c a l  term f o r  Hmong) in fo r -  
mants d i d  n o t  know why t h e  a f t e r b i r t h  i s  
d e a l t  w i t h  i n  such a manner. They a l s o  
be l i eved  t h a t  i t  would n o t  ma t t e r  i f  an  
animal were t o  devour t he  a f t e r b i r t h ,  f o r  
an e v i l  s p i r i t  would c e r t a i n l y  no t  do t h i s ,  
s i n c e  i t  would n o t  t a s t e  good t o  him. 

(Bernatzik 1970: 75) 

Although Berna tz ik ' s  in format ion  i s  r e l a t i v e l y  o l d ,  my 
Hmong informants  agreed wi th  h i s  comments i n  t h e i r  en- 
t i r e t y .  

Following d i s p o s a l  of t h e  p l acen ta  and umbi l i ca l  
cord,  t h e  f a t h e r  o f f e r s  p r a y e r s  t o  t h e  s p i r i t s  and t h e  
mother i s  g iven  b o i l e d  eggs and sal t  t o  eat. I n  some 
v i l l a g e s  she  may be r equ i r ed  t o  l i e  i n  f r o n t  of a ho t  
f i r e  f o r  as long as 25 days,  i n h a l i n g  fumes from b o i l -  
ing  water  and d r ink ing  l a r g e  q u a n t i t i e s  of herb tea. 

The f a t h e r  h u r r i e s  o u t s i d e  t o  i n v i t e  h i s  f r i e n d s  
t o  c e l e b r a t e .  The c e l e b r a t i o n  i s  l a r g e l y  impromptu and 
i t  i s  n o t  considered a n  a f f r o n t  f o r  o t h e r s  t o  c a r r y  on 
w i t h  t h e i r  work r a t h e r  than  p a r t i c i p a t e .  

Breech B i r t h  and Caesarean Sec t ion  

The p o s i t i o n  of t h e  baby w i t h i n  t h e  womb is con- 
s i d e r e d  t o  b e  w i t h i n  t h e  r e a l m  of t h e  gods. I f  a baby 
i s  breech and t h e  mother has  l i v e d  a pu re  l i f e ,  then 
she  w i l l  f e e l  p a i n  and t h e  medicine woman w i l l  be ca l l ed  
upon t o  p o s i t i o n  t h e  baby. If t h e  woman has  committed 
an  o f f e n s e  a g a i n s t  t h e  gods, s h e  w i l l  f e e l  no pa in  and 
t h e  mother w i l l  b e  expected t o  shamefully undergo a 
breech b i r t h  o r  d i e  i n  c h i l d b i r t h .  

When d i scuss ing  Caesarean s e c t i o n  and h i s  w i f e ' s  
long l abo r  Chia s a i d :  



Chia: I sa id  I want t h e  doctor t o  c u t  out  
and take  t h e  baby but  she s a i d  'No, 
I wait  u n t i l  I d ie . '  

Interviewer: I n  your country do they c u t  and take  
the  baby ou t?  

Chia: A few years  before we come t o  your 
country and some American people 
came t o  bu i ld  a h o s p i t a l .  They have 
American doctors  t o  c u t  out  babies ... 
American doctor. 

Interviewer: They know how t o  do i t .  But your 
people don ' t  know how t o  do i t ?  

Chia: No. 

( ~ a ~ e d  Interview Apr i l  25, 1981) 

Physical Deformities 

While everyone i n  t h e  room denied ever  having seen 
a ch i ld  with a b i r t h  de fec t  (except c l e f t  p a l a t e ) ,  heads 
nodded i n  agreement when Chia t r ans la ted  Njua Yang's 
comment. "A deformed baby comes from the  bad th ing 
tha t  the  mother and f a t h e r  do before t h e  baby g e t s  
born." This a t t i t u d e  i s  s imi la r  t o  t h e  a t t i t u d e  about 
out-of-wedlock chi ldren:  t h e  g u i l t  is  placed on t h e  
parents. The ch i ld  i s  no t  os t rac ized  f o r  what t h e  par- 
en t s  have done. It i s  believed t h a t  t h e  gods r i c h l y  
b less  t h e  chi ld  who has been placed i n  t h i s  intermediary 
posi t ion  and marriage t o  a deformed o r  out-of-wedlock 
chi ld  is  a good marriage. 

POST PARTUM PRACTICES 

Seclusion 

The seclus ion period l a s t s 3 0 d a y s .  It is expected 
t h a t  a l l  women t h a t  have given b i r t h  w i l l  observe t h e  
r i t u a l s  surrounding t h e  sec lus ion period. That inc ludes  
mothers of s t i l l b o r n  ch i ld ren  and women who have exper- 



ienced miscarriages even at  the  e a r l y  stages.  A t  t h e  
end of the  sec lus ion  period,  the  woman resumes normal 
d a i l y  a c t i v i t i e s  including work, sex and d i e t .  

Taboos During Labor and Seclusion 

The d i e t  of the  woman becomes c lose ly  regulated 
beginning with her f i r s t  contrac t ion.  Of a l l  the  cus- 
toms surrounding b i r t h ,  t h i s  is  t h e  one most s t r i c t l y  
observed by t h e  people studied.  Njua Yang l i s t e d  the  
foods of the  'approved' l ist.  They include: boi l ing  
w a t e r  f o r  drinking ( i t  may contain black pepper),  s a l t ,  
r i c e ,  eggs, chicken, noodles ( a f t e r  10 days) ( In ter -  
view May 14, 1981). A l l  o the r  food is exclusively fo r -  
bidden. After  30 days t h e  taboos a r e  l i f t e d  and the  
mother is  allowed t o  eat anything she wishes. 

Other taboos include t h e  taboo aga ins t  touching or 
ingest ing any thing cold beg inning with the  onset  of 
labor  and ending with the  30-day seclusion period. 
There are a l s o  strong f e a r s  concerning mother's milk. 
Young ch i ld ren  and nursing mothers a r e  forbidden t o  
have contact  with t h e  mother's milk. Chia explained: 

Chia: I f  a l i t t l e  ch i ld  dr inks  from h i s  
mother's b reas t  a f t e r  another baby 
is horn t o  her ,  i t  is  very ,  very bad. 
The sky w i l l  g e t  dark and the  thunder 
i s  noisy. Lightening comes. The 
mother and t h e  ch i ld  d i e .  

Interviewer:  What w i l l  happen t o  the  baby? 

Chia: Oh, he  w i l l  d i e  too. He has no 
mother so  he cannot ea t .  H e  become 
very  hungry and die .  

(Interview Apri l  25, 1981) 

The Naming Ceremony 

On t h e  day t h e  b i r t h  occurs ,  the  f a t h e r  spends 
time i n  ce lebra t ion  with h i s  neighbors but  he  is  ex- 
pected t o  be considering plans  f o r  the  naming ceremony. 
The focus of the  b i r t h  now switches t o  t h e  fa the r .  



For th ree  days t h e  household is engaged i n  prepar- 
ing f o r  the  ceremony. Ehnong men do a l l  the  cooking f o r  
celebrat ions.  The women a r e  allowed t o  help by carrying 
water and gathering firewood, but  they a r e  not allowed 
to  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  prepara t ion of the  food. 

On the day of t h e  ce lebra t ion ,  t h e  new f a t h e r  goes 
from house t o  house. H e  speaks t o  a male member of t h e  
household and i n v i t e s  h i s  family t o  t h e  ce lebra t ion.  
Men, women and chi ldren a r e  inv i t ed  t o  t h e  party. I n  
f a c t ,  more men a t t end  than women. Chia was asked what 
causes tha t  s i t u a t i o n .  H e  r ep l i ed ,  "Because of t h e  way 
we  va lue  women" (Interview Apri l  25, 1981). 

The shaman v i s i t s  t h e  house ea r ly  on t h e  day of 
the  naming ceremony. H e  chooses t h e  person t o  be t h e  
ch i ld ' s  godfather. H e  then goes t o  t h e  ou t s ide  of t h e  
house and exhorts t h e  s p i r i t s  on behalf of t h e  ch i ld .  
Ins ide  the  family c a r r i e s  on t h e  prepara t ions  f o r  t h e  
party . 

When a l l  i s  i n  readiness  (usual ly  i n  late a f t e r -  
noon) t h e  f a t h e r  sends runners t o  t h e  homes t o  c a l l  t h e  
community members t o  t h e  ceremony. There is  much t a lk -  
ing and laughing preceding the  ceremony. The men and 
boys s i t  i n  t h e  main room. Any women, g i r l s  o r  babies  
i n  attendance si t  i n  an  adjoining room. 

The fa the r  begins t h e  ceremony by c a l l i n g  t h e  men 
to  the  table .  They stand at one s i d e  and t h e  mother, 
f a the r  and baby stand a t  t h e  o ther .  The v i l l a g e  e l d e r  
or shaman solemnly thanks t h e  s p i r i t s  f o r  t h e  b i r t h  of 
the  child.  S t r ings  about six inches long have been 
prepared and a r e  passed t o  each man. 

Once s t r i n g s  a r e  passed around, t h e  e lde r  s t a r t s  
the  ceremony by tying a s t r i n g  on the  baby's wrist and 
expressing h i s  wish f o r  t h e  ch i ld .  Soon everyone is 
tying s t r i n g s  on wrists and expressing t h e i r  wishes. 
Many people may be tying s t r i n g s  a t  t h e  same time so  
the  room becomes f i l l e d  with dozens of wishes expressed 
simultaneously. The tone is cheerful .  The f a t h e r ,  
mother and baby a r e  t h e  major focus of t h e  event but  
s t r i n g s  may a l s o  be t i e d  t o  t h e  wrists of o the r  c l o s e  
family members. 
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The t a b l e  is  set wi th  t h e  ce lebra t ion  food. Also 
on t h e  t a b l e  is a p l a t t e r  containing two cooked chick- 
ens, a boiled egg and a small candle. The informants 
explained the. presence of the  chickens and the  egg a s  
r epresen ta t ive  of t h e  mother and f a t h e r  and the  new 
l i f e  of t h e  ch i ld .  The candle represents  the  s p i r i t s .  

. Guests l i n e  up a t  t h e  t a b l e  i n  order of importance. 
The v i l l a g e  e l d e r s  and shaman a r e  f i r s t .  Revered male 
r e l a t i v e s  a r e  second, t h e  o ther  men i n  attendance stand 
i n  l i n e  behind them. Male family members complete the  
l i n e .  When t h e  men have been served, the  chi ldren a r e  
give9 bowls of food. I f  t h e r e  is food l e f t  over, the  
women a r e  allowed t o  eat. They take  t h e i r  p l a t e s  t o  a 
separa te  room. Sometimes g i f t s ,  e spec ia l ly  money, a r e  
presented t o  t h e  f a t h e r  i n  honor of the  baby. The 
pa r ty  ends promptly when t h e  food is  consumed. 

SUMMARY 

The Whole Family has  Important Roles 
Surrounding Chi ldb i r th  i n  t h e  Hmong Group 

The pa te rna l  grandparents assume the  primary r o l e  
f o r  s o c i a l i z i n g  t h e  new family. They i n s t r u c t  the  hus- 
band and wife  i n  c h i l d b i r t h  procedures including the  
r u l e s  governing taboos and a s s i s t  a t  the  f i r s t  b i r th .  
It is f requent ly  t h e  pa te rna l  grandmother who is given 
t h e  honor of naming t h e  ch i ld .  

A s  w a s  previously noted, t h e  f a t h e r  assumes the  
r o l e  of a d i r e c t o r  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  t h e  labor commences 
and unless  it is  t h e  f i r s t  b i r t h ,  he takes charge of 
t h e  comings andgoings i n  t h e  mother's room. The f a t h e r  
physica l ly  and emotionally supports  t h e  mother. He 
o f t e n  ca tches  and washes t h e  baby and presents  the  new 
ch i ld  t o  t h e  r e l a t i v e s .  

Following t h e  b i r t h ,  the  center  of a t t e n t i o n  be- 
comes exclus ively  t h e  fa the r .  The f a t h e r  en te r s  the  
v i l l a g e  and receives  congratulat ions.  He a l so  p a r t i c i -  
pa tes  i n  impromptu ce lebra t ions  before  preparing f o r  
t h e  naming ceremony. 



Implications f o r  Hmong Chi ldbi r th  i n  America 

The b a r r i e r s  t o  i n t e r c u l t u r a l  adapta t ion a r e  many; 
the  c h i l d b i r t h  process has many r i t u a l i s t i c  components. 
It is necessary t o  i d e n t i f y  those a reas  wi th in  t h e  
process t h a t  pose p o t e n t i a l  c o n f l i c t  s i t u a t i o n s  wi th  
American t r a d i t i o n s .  

The whole i s s u e  of t h e  Hmong family-centered ap- 
proach t o  c h i l d b i r t h  poses a m u l t i p l i c i t y  of problems 
when countered wi th  the  American a t t i t u d e  t h a t  chi ld-  
b i r t h  belongs t o  t h e  medical establishment. The dimin- 
ished r o l e  of t h e  fatherlhusband becomes a v i a b l e  i s s u e  
a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  abandonment of in te rgenera t iona l  rela- 
t ionships  t h a t  had previously been fos te red  -by b i r t h  
teaching and t h e  r o l e  assumed by t h e  f a t h e r ' s  parents  
during ch i ldb i r th .  

Such mat ters  a s  the  pos i t ion  taken during b i r t h  
and t h e  p r a c t i c e  of removing a ch i ld  from a woman's ab- 
domen a f t e r  she has died i n  c h i l d b i r t h  f o r  s e p a r a t e  
b u r i a l  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  opposit ion t o  Caesarean s e c t i o n  
r a i s e  add i t iona l  po in t s  f o r  considerat ion.  

At t i tudes  about out-of -wedlock pregnancies and t h e  
ramificat ions of t h e  in t roduct ion of r e l i a b l e  forms of 
contraception are mat te r s  of s o c i a l  consequence. Other 
s o c i a l  i s sues  include t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  methods of deal-  
ing with long, d i f f i c u l t  pregnancies and t h e  s o c i a l l y  
defined support systems f o r  both new parents .  Not t o  
be ignored a r e  t h e  post-partum r e s t r i c t i o n s  on movement, 
food and dr ink f o r  the  mother. The va r ious  s p i r i t u a l  
f a c t o r s  surrounding t h e  mother ' s milk r m a i n  highly 
s i g n i f i c a n t  i ssues .  

The foregoing discuss ion suggests  t h a t  h i s t o r i c a l  
Hmong b i r t h  p r a c t i c e s  a r e  e s s e n t i a l  t o  maintaining 
t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong socie ty .  The implicat ions of ad jus t -  
ing t o  American b i r t h i n g  p r a c t i c e s  a r e  obvious. The 
quest ion remains t o  be examined: How w i l l  t r a d i t i o n a l  
b i r th ing pa t t e rns  be modified and what types of con- 
f l i c t  s i t u a t i o n s  and reso lu t ions  w i l l  a r i s e  i n  t h e  
process? 
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A NEW YEAR I N  A NEW LAND: 
RELIGIOUS CHANGE AMONG THE LAO 

W N G  REFUGEES I N  SAN DIEGO* 

George M. S c o t t ,  Jr. 

INTRODUCTION 

The rese t t lement  of the  Lao Hmong refugees i n  t h e  
United S t a t e s  has  crea ted  many problems, both f o r  
themselves and f o r  the  agencies concerned wi th  t h e i r  
adjustment. The most s a l i e n t  of these  problems is  , the  s a t i s f a c t i o n  of bas ic  mate r i a l  needs--Lousing, -. 
hea l th  ca re ,  education, and employment--as is t h e  case  

-wi th  a l l  southeast  Asian refugee  peoples. But these  
problems have proven even more i n t r a c t a b l e  wi th  the  

I Hmong, owing t o  the  r e l a t i v e l y  wide d i s p a r i t y  between 
i t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  way of l i f e  and t h a t  oaf t h e i r  re- 

ceiving socie ty .  Even t h e  minimal l i n g u i s t i c ,  occupa- 
t i o n a l ,  and l a r g e r  s o c i a l  s k i l l s  necessary f o r  adjus t -  
ment t o  t h i s  soc ie ty  a r e  l a r g e l y  lacking i n  a people 
whose background centered on an independent t r i b a l  
existence i n  the  mountains of nor thern  Laos, i s o l a t e d  
from any e f f e c t i v e ,  extens ive  contact  wi th  t h e  more 
Westernized socioeconomic mainstream of t h e  Lao low-. 
lands and from any knowledge of American c u l t u r e ,  
save f o r  t h e i r  piecemeal acquaintance wi th  U.S. m i l i -  
t a ry  and AID s p e c i a l i s t s  during the  war. 

The most immediate challenge fac ing the  Hmong 
- refugees, then, is  gaining the  l i n g u i s t i c  and occupa- 

t i o n a l  s k i l l s  zeeded t o  achieve economic s e l f  - 
- s u f f i c i e n c y  i n  t h e i r  new socie ty .  I n  t h i s  e n t e r p r i s e  - 

they a r e  aided by government and p r i v a t e  agencies,  
who have es tabl ished language and vocat ional  t r a i n i n g  
programs on t h e i r  behalf .  I n  add i t ion ,  t h e  Hmong 
leaders  themselves, f a r  from being d i s i n t e r e s t e d  i n  
the f a t e  of t h e i r  people, have es tabl ished an organ- 
ized,  systematic approach of t h e i r  own t o  meeting 
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t h i s  challenge,  on which I have reported elsewhere 
(Scot t  1979). 

But even more perplexing t o  the  Hmong than having 
t o  l e a r n  English and American occupational s k i l l s  i s  
t h e  dilemma of change i n  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  l a r g e l y  
r e l i g i o u s ,  view of t h e  world. A s  Geertz (1968) has 
argued i n  h i s  a n a l y s i s  of r e l i g i o u s  change i n  Indonesia 
and Morocco, t h e  c r u c i a l  problem t h a t  needs t o  be un- 
derstood i n  the  process of "modernizationw--and modern- 

' ,- i z a t i o n ,  on top of adjustment, i s  what the  Hmong are.' 
:; 

. .  fac ing here--is t h e  " c r i s i s  ... generated i n  t h e  in-  
t e r n a l  confronta t ion of es tabl ished forms of f a i t h  
wi th  a l t e r e d  condi t ions  of l i f e  ..." (p. 21). 

A s  i n  most s o c i e t i e s  not y e t  completely infused 
wi th  Western ra t ional ism,  the  Hmong t r a d i t i o n a l l y  
conceived of t h e i r  exis tence  primari ly i n  r e l i g i o u s  
terms. The web of r e l i g i o u s  be l i e f  and sentiment 
provided a conceptual and emotional framework t h a t  
t i e d  t h e  individual  t o  h i s  environment, both n a t u r a l  
and s o c i a l ,  providing explanations of and guides f o r  
i n t e r a c t i o n  wi th  t h a t  environment. Geertz has fu r the r  
w r i t t e n  of t h i s  dual ,  in tegra t ing  function of r e l i g i o n ,  
i n  genera l ,  and of the  consequences of change f o r  it: 

;/ It ( r e l i g i o n )  draws its persuasive- 
ness  out  of a  r e a l i t y  i t  i t s e l f  de- 
f i n e s .  The source of any creed's  
v i t a l i t y  ... l ies  i n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  
p i c t u r e s  t h e  u l t ima te  s t r u c t u r e  of 
exis tence  i n  such a way t h a t  the  events 
of everyday l i f e  seem repeatedly t o  
confirm it. It i s  when t h i s  magical 
c i r c l e  i s  broken and r e l i g i o u s  concepts 
l o s e  t h e i r  a i r  of simple real ism, when 
t h e  world as experienced and the  world 
as imagined no longer seem t o  be mere 
e luc ida t ions  of one another,  t h a t  per- 
p l e x i t i e s  ensue (1968: 39). 

The Hmong's abrupt r e loca t ion ,  f i r s t  t o  t h e  r e f -  
ugee camps i n  Laos and Thailand, and then t o  an ex- 
tremely a l i e n  way of l i f e  here ,  has thus not  only 



meant a change i n  s o c i a l  and physica l  environments, 
with t h e  mate r i a l  problems of adjustment r e s u l t i n g ,  
but i t  has a l so  meant t h a t  t h e  s t r ands  of t h e  seman- 
t i c a l l y  interconnecting r e l i g i o u s  web have e i t h e r  
been cut  o r  s t re tched t o  t h e  point  of dubious u t i l i t y .  
The r e s u l t  has been a quest ioning of f a i t h ,  no t  a 
wholesale abandonment of i t ,  t o  be su re ,  but the  ap- 
pearance of doubt where before  t h e r e  was c e r t a i n t y .  
In order t o  address the  ques t ion of how t h i s  doubt is 
expressed, a s  w e l l  a s  t o  examine i ts  consequences f o r  
the  t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong r e l i g i o n ,  w e  must begin wi th  a 
more de ta i l ed  desc r ip t ion  of t h a t  r e l i g i o n ,  before  it 
was disrupted by war and re loca t ion .  

THE TRADITIONAL HMONG RELIGIO.US SYSTEM 

The t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong r e l i g i o n  comprised essen- 
t i a l l y  t h r e e  i n t e r r e l a t e d  elements : animism, ances tor  

< ,  . - w a s h i p ,  and ~hanaxLxL.~ According t o  t h i s  r e l i g i o u s  
view, most events i n  t h e  world, both human and other-  

, wise, were u l t ima te ly  governed by a v a r i e t y  of super- 
natural agents. S p i r i t s  (dab)2 - were pervasive i n  t h e  
environment, those of a f ami l i a r  o r  , 2 ~ e 1 '  na tu re  / 

(dab -- nyez) r es id ing  i n  houses, p a r t s  of t h e  v i l l a g e ,  
and cu l t iva ted  f i e l d s ,  and those  of a-2ubiaus or  
"wild" - na tu re  (dab -- qus) e x i s t i n g  i n  c e r t a i n  t r e e s ,  
r i v e r s ,  rocks, caves, and animals of t h e  f o r e s t ,  a s  
wel l  a s  i n  a metaphysical realm mirroring t h a t  of the  
l iv ing.  Providing an extension ~f human s o c i e t y  i n  
t h i s  transcendant realm w e r e  the -ances t ra l  s p i r i t s  
(dab txwvkoob) , who, together  w i t h  t h e  s p i r i t s ,  had 
t o  be p rop i t i a t ed  wi th  o f f e r i n g s  ( t x i  -- dab) i f  t h e  
condit ions of l i f e  over which they held sway w e r e  t o  
remain favorable  t o  t h e  people. 

A l i n k  between t h e  supernatura l  and t h e  world of 
the  l i v i n g  was provided by t h e  concept of transmutable 
souls  and s p i r i t s ,  human sou l s  (p l ig )  leaving,  o r  be- 
ing lured away from, t h e i r  corporeal  enclosures f o r  a 
sojourn among t h e  s p i r i t s ,  and t h e  s p i r i t s  descending 
from t h e i r  realm t o  possess o r  otherwise ha rass  human 

-bodies.  Most human fo r tune  and misfortune i n  t h e  -, 
na tu ra l  world, and, f o r  t h a t  ma t te r ,  most phenomena 
of any kind, would be explained i n  terms of t h e  ac- 



I t i o n s  of these  supernatura l  agents--actions der iv ing 1 
' e i t h e r  from t h e i r  own capr ic ious  i n t e n t i o n s  o r  a s  re- 
sponses t o  human ac t ion .  A l l  human i l l n e s s ,  f o r  in-  - 
s tance ,  was explained e i t h e r  d i r e c t l y  by soul- loss o r  
demonic possession,  o r  i n d i r e c t l y ,  by an i l l -advised  
o r  inopportune d is turbance  of a  s p i r i t ' s  abode, o r  
t h e  wrathful  punishment of an a n c e s t r a l  s p i r i t  f o r  
s o c i a l  impropriety. 

Mediating between t h e  human and s p i r i t u a l  realms 
was the  shaman ( t x i v  -- neeb),  who, aided by h i s  comple- 
ment of s p i r i t  he lpe r s ,  t r e a t e d  i l l n e s s  by r e t r i e v i n g  
p e r i p a t e t i c  o r  s t o l e n  s o u l s ,  exorcizing e v i l  s p i r i t s ,  
and soothing wi th  s a c r i f i c e  t h e  piqued moral sens i -  
b i l i t y  of an ances tor  o r  t h e  v io la ted  privacy of a 

, l o c a l  s p i r i t .  But t h e  shaman's r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  ex- 
i 

tended beyond h i s  r o l e  a s  cu re r ;  he acted on behalf 
of h i s  f e l low v i l l a g e r s  i n  a l l  ma t t e r s  concerning the  
superna tu ra l  by d iscerning through d iv ina t ion  t h e  
a t t i t u d e s  and i n t e n t i o n s  of ances tors  and s p i r i t s  and 
by recommending acd performing t h e  s a c r i f i c i a l  of - 
f e r i n g s  necessary t o  maintain t h e i r  favor.  

The t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong r e l i g i o u s  system, then, 
provided i ts adherents  wi th  a  cogn i t ive  and a f f e c t i v e  
map t h a t  no t  only de l inea ted  and elucidated important 
f e a t u r e s  of t h e i r  environment, but  a l s o  furnished a  
system of r o u t e s  f o r  b e s t  negot ia t ing  t h a t  e n v i r ~ n -  
me&t .  What, then ,  has happened t o  t h i s  an imis t i ca l ly  
interweaving world view now t h a t  its adherents  a r e  
l i v i n g  i n  American urban and suburban environments? 

EXPRESSION OF SPIRITUAL DOUBT 
I N  THE SAN DIEGO HMONG COMMUNITY 

W e  w i l l  t ake  a s  our case  t h e  San Diego Hmong 
community and l e a v e  f o r  now o the r  a r e a s  a s  probable 
bu t  hypo the t i ca l  extensions of t h i s  cases3  From 
f i e l d  work conducted i n  t h i s  community i t  appears 
t h a t  t h e  r e l o c a t i o n  of t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong r e l i -  
gious system i n t o  an incompatible environment (Geertz 's  
11 magic c i r c l e "  being broken i n  t h e  process) has en- 
t a i l e d  (1) t h e  quest ioning of b e l i e f ,  much of which 
now seems pa in fu l ly  inappropr ia t e  i n  an environment 



with which i t  is no longer resonant ,  and (2) t h e  aban- 
donment of r i t u a l  i n  a l l  but  a few of t h e  most conser- 
v a t i v e  fami l i e s  a s  the  main contezt through which be- 
l i e f  is symbolically expressed and re inforced.  I n  
e i t h e r  case,  the  r e s u l t  has been t o  engender an in-  
creasing amount of s p i r i t u a l  doubt i n  t h e  minds of t h e  
believers.  

The g r e a t e s t  doubt surrounds be l i e f  i n  t h e  e f f i -  
cacy of s p i r i t s ,  pr imar i ly  because t h e i r  exis tence ,  
compared t o  t h a t  of t h e  a n c e s t r a l  sou l s ,  had the  g rea t -  
est conceptual hypos ta t i za t ion ,  -- most - of them bebix 
grounded - - i n  sp-egif i c  physical  components of the  environ- 
ment. Without t h a t  environment, b e l i e f  i n  s p i r i t s  is 
therefore  d i f f i c u l t  t o  mainFa%n. How can house s p i r i t s  
Gis t ,  f o r  example, without t h e  i n t e r i o r  pos ts ,  beams, 
and f i r e p i t s  i n  which they res ided i n  Laos? But more 
importantly, a s  one informant put  i t ,  "These houses a r e  
not ours. W e  d i d n ' t  build them, so  the re  is  nothing 
sacred i n  them f o r  us. " 

The exis tence  of s p i r i t s  i n  t h e  ou t s ide  world i s  
a l s o  held i n  question. While t h e  few b i l i n g u a l ,  W e s t -  
ern-educated h o n g  ca tegor ica l ly  deny t h e  exis tence  of 
l o c a l  s p i r i t s ,  t h e  major i ty  of t h e  community is more 
equivocal, reasoning t h a t  s i n c e  s p i r i t s  w e r e  ubiquitous 
i n  Laos, i t  is poss ib le  t h a t  s p i r i t s  e x i s t  here  a s  well .  
But, whether or no t  they e x i s t ,  one thing is f a i r l y  
ce r t a in :  ( t o  paraphrase severa l  informants' s tatements)  
"They a r e  not our s p i r i t s ;  we don't  know them, nor do -- 
they know us. =how can they a f f e c t  u s ,  and us  t h e m ? ~ ~  

- 

I n  addi t ion ,  f o r  t h e  younger, school-aged genera- 
t ion ,  and f o r  the  few a l ready accul tura ted  a d u l t s ,  
Western ra t ional ism has replaced,  or  i s  replac ing,  t h e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  supernatura l  framework a s  t h e i r  main explan- 
a tory  and motivational  p r inc ip le :  a dedicated,  d is -  
cipl ined commitment t o  study and work w i l l  lead t o  
success i n  school and employment, which, i n  tu rn ,  w i l l  
provide the  income f o r  a more economically secure  l i f e .  
A lack  of commitment w i l l  of course have the  opposi te  
r e s u l t .  Successes or  f a i l u r e s  along t h e  way t h a t  can- 
not be explained i n  these  r a t i o n a l  terms a r e  a t t r i b u t e d  
t o  good o r  bad luck,  chance, o r  coincidence. But f o r  



t h e  rest of t h e  community, t h i s  t y p i c a l l y  Western ex- 
planatory framework has l i t t l e  meaning, t h e  extent  t o  
which i t  does depending mainly on the  length  of r e s i -  
dence i n  the  United S ta tes .  The v a s t  major i ty  of the  

rpopu la t ion ,  then,  is  l e f t  t o  s t r u g g l e  i n  a world 
f raught  wi th  ambiguity and uncer t a in ty ,  no longer con- 
vinced t h a t  t h e i r  pa th  w i l l  be guided by s p i r i t  he lpers  
o r  h indere r s  but  n o t  y e t  a b l e  t o  accept  the  idea t h a t  

/ 

t h e y  can o r  should walk i t  on t h e i r  own. 

Moreover, f o r  a l l  but  t h e  o l d e s t  and most conser- 
v a t i v e  people, an  element of doubt a l s o  en te r s  i n t o  t h e  
b e l i e f  i n  t h e  a b i l i t y  of t h e  ances tors  t o  help them with 
problems pecu l i a r  t o  t h e i r  new environment. That is, 
i n  Laos t h e  ances tors  possessed t h e  g r e a t e s t  wisdom of 
how the  l i v i n g  shculd conduct t h e i r  l i v e s  and were the  
u l t i m a t e  a r b i t e r s  i n  a l l  s i t u a t i o n s  of d i spu te ,  uncer- 
t a i n t y ,  o r  misconduct. But can t h e i r  j u r i s d i c t i o n  ex- 
tend t o  an environment t h a t  they had never experienced 
while among t h e  l i v i n g ?  They may continue t o  hold 
a u t h o r i t y  over those  t r a d i t i o n a l  behavioral  p a t t e r n s  
s t i l l  maintained (e. g . , r e spec t  of pa ren ta l  au thor i ty ,  
deference t o  e l d e r s  i n  genera l ,  c l an  exogamy), but  what 
of i n t e r a c t i o n  wi th  Americans i n  publ ic ,  a t  work, o r  a t  
school? What of problems i n  language, shopping, bank- 
ing ,  and knowing how t o  ob ta in  f i n a n c i a l  o r  l e g a l  
a s s i s t a n c e ? 5  

Fur the r  r e s t r i c t i n g  t h e  range and s t r eng th  of be- - 
l i e f s  concerning s p i r i t s  and ances tors  has been t h e  r e -  
moval of much of the  a s soc ia ted  r i t u a l  through which 
the  b e l i e f s  were re inforced by publ ic  expression. 6 

This cur ta i lment  of r i t u a l  is based on t h r e e  f ac to r s .  
F i r s -  - of a l l ,  even i f  t h e  s a c r i f i c i a l  animals--primarily 
chickens and pigs--necessary t o  secure  the  b less ings  o r  
forgiveness  of t h e  s p i r i t s  o r  ances tors  were r e a d i l y  
a v a i l a b l e ,  t h e i r  s a c r i f i c e  would be extremely incompat- 
i b l e  wi th  and d i f f i c u l t  t o  perform i n  the  Hmong's 
present  apartment complex environment. - Secondly, .- - even 
without  t h e  s a c r i f i c i a l  animals, the  cos t  of the  s p e c i a l  
food and d r ink  required f o r  a n c e s t r a l  o f fe r ings  and f o r  
t h e  l a r g e  number of r e q u i s i t e  gues t s  is  p roh ib i t ive  t o  
the  ma jo r i ty  of t h e  populat ion,  whose primary means of 
income i s  t h e  bare ly  adeqliate monthly welfare  paynent. 



Third ly ,  most of t h e  b o n g  f e a r  t h a t  t h e  loud chant ing  
and p lay ing  of ins t ruments  ( t o  invoke t h e  s p i r i t s  o r  
a n c e s t o r s ) ,  much of which should be performed o u t  of 
doors  o r  a t  l e a s t  i n  an  open doorway, a long w i t h  t h e  
a s soc i a t ed  behavior ,  would i n v i t e  d e r i s i o n  o r  even com- 
p l a i n t s  t o  t h e  a u t h o r i t i e s  from t h e i r  American neigh- 
bors.  "It would be  too  embarassing;" "People would 
laugh a t  us;" "Someone might c a l l  po l ice"  a r e  common 
responses t o  my ques t ions  concerning t h e  absence of 
r i t u a l .  

It has  long been a n  an th ropo log ica l  t ru i sm t h a t  
r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f s  a r e  r e in fo rced  through t h e i r  symbolic 
express ion  i n  r i t u a l .  The se l f - ev iden t  q u a l i t y  of t h e  
b e l i e f s ,  i n  o t h e r  words, is renewed and res t rengthened  
when they are p u b l i c l y  conveyed through powerful sym- 
bo l s  manipulated by r e l i g i o u s  a u t h o r i t i e s  dur ing  r i t u a l  

'performances. It would fo l low,  then ,  t h a t  when a reli-  
/ gious  system, e s p e c i a l l y  one t i g h t l y  i n t e g r a t e d  through , 

r i t u a l  such as t h e  b o n g ' s ,  begins  t o  l o s e  i ts  r i t u a l  
woof, t h e  b e l i e f  warp must a l s o  begin  t o  unrave l .  I n  --' 

t h e  minds of t h e  b o n g ,  t h i s  r ea son  f o r  t h e  weakening 
of t h e i r  b e l i e f s  i s  expressed v e r y  p r a c t i c a l l y :  i n  t h e  
words of one informant ,  "If  we c a n ' t  c a l l  our  s p i r i t s  
and o f f e r  them food, t h e y ' r e  n o t  going t o  come t o  h e l p  

I I us. 

F i n a l l y ,  as u n c e r t a i n t y  has  infused  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
b e l i e f  i n  t h e  e f f i c a c y  of s p i r i t s  and a n c e s t o r s ,  s o  too  
has t h e  r o l e  of t h e  shaman, which i s  d i r e c t l y  t i e d  t o  

r t h e s e  b e l i e f s ,  been s e v e r e l y  c u r t a i l e d .  Without t h e  
s p i r i t  and a n c e s t r a l  dimension, a t  l e a s t  as i t  t r a d i -  
t i o n a l l y  e x i s t e d ,  what u s e  is t h e  shaman, whose main 
t a s k  had been t o  i n t e r c e d e  i n  behalf  of h i s  peop le  i n  
t h e i r  i n t e r a c t i o n  w i t h  t h i s  dimension? Having a f u r t h e r  -, 
l i m i t i n g  e f f e c t  on t h e  shaman's s t a t u s  has  been t h e  in-  
c reas ing  acceptance,  o r  a t  least, a t t empt s  t o  a c c e p t ,  
Western medical  t h e o r i e s  of d i s e a s e  causa t ion  and 
t rea tment ,  which s t and  i n  cons ide rab le  oppos i t i on  t o  
t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  b o n g  t h e o r i e s  of soul - loss ,  demonic - 
possess ion ,  and shamanis t ic  t rea tment .  , ,  

In sum,  t h i s  d i s loca t ion  of r e a l i t y  defining r e l ig ion  and 
r e l i g i o n  supporting r e a l i t y  h a s  r e su l t ed  i n  both a chal-  



l enging  of b e l i e f  and i n  a sever ing  away of everyday 
p u b l i c  r i . tua1;  t h e  r i t u a l l y  denuded and environmentally 
i n a p p r o p r i a t e  b e l i e f s  a r e  i n  t u r n  becoming inc reas ing ly  
infused  w i t h  doubt.  What, then ,  has  been t h e  e f f e c t  
of t h i s  d i s t u r b i n g  c r i s i s  i n  f a i t h  on t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
Wlong r e l i g i o u s  system? To he lp  understand t h i s  
t r ans fo rma t ion ,  l e t  u s  examine t h e  b o n g  New Year 
Ce leb ra t ion  he ld  i n  San Diego i n  December, 1979, and 
cDmpare i t  t o  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  ceremony a s  i t  was com- 
monly performed i n  Laos. 

THE 1979 SAN DIEGO NEW YEAR CELEBRATION 

Of t h e  v a r i o u s  farming r e l a t e d  ceremonies i n  t h e  
Hmong annual  l una r  c y c l e ,  t h e  New Year Ce leb ra t ion  
(noj  peb caug) was t h e  most e l a b o r a t e  and important .  

7  

IF began on-the f i r s t  day of t h e  new moon i n  t h e  
t w e l f t h  month, which u s u a l l y  coincided w i t h  t h e  end of 
t h e  p a d i  h a r v e s t ,  and l a s t e d  frcm f o u r  t o  seven days. 
A t  t h i s  t ime a l l  work would be  ceased and l i n e a g e  
members who had e s t a b l i s h e d  s a t e l l i t e  farming camps 
would r e t u r n  t o  t h e  main v i l l a g e  t o  begin prepara- 
t i o n s  f o r  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n .  Standing a s  a  s p i r i t u a l  

/ and m a t e r i a l  marker between t h e  o l d  year  and t h e  new, 
t h e  ceremony was aimed i n  g e n e r a l  a t  removing t h e  e v i l  
i n f l u e n c e s  t h a t  had accumulated dur ing  t h e  previous 
year  and i n s u r i n g  a n  adequate  supply of good f o r t u n e  
f o r  t h e  next .  A l l  of t h e  s p e c i f i c  r i t u a l s  performed 
dur ing  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n  involved exp ia t ion ,  suppl ica-  
t i o n ,  and s a c r i f i c e  intended t o  reassemble t h e  an- 
cestral s o u l s  and f a m i l i a r  s p i r i t s  back a t  t h e  v i l l a g e  
and t o  s e c u r e  t h e i r  s p i r i t u a l  a s s i s t a n c e  f o r  t h e  

.- coming year .  New Year ' s  a l s o  served as z hol iday  
away from t h e  other::ise cons t an t  r o u t i n e  of work; 
games were played by c h i l d r e n  and z d u l t s  a l i k e ,  horse  
e x h i b i t i o n s  and b u l l  f i g h t s  were he ld ,  l a r g e  quant i-  
ties of s p e c i a l  foods  and maize whiskey were consumed, 
young couples  could openly f l i r t ,  f r e e  from t h e  o ther -  
w i se  v i g i l a n t  eyes of t h e i r  p a r e n t s ,  and dancing and 
s ing ing  were enjoyed by a l l .  

The San Diego k o n g  community's New Year Celebra- 
t i o n  of 1979 was he ld  over  t h e  weekend of Decanber 
15-16--four days be fo re  t h e  new moon on t h e  19th.  



The ce lebra t ion  had t o  be held e a r l y  and r e s t r i c t e d  
t o  the  two days of t h e  weekend because a l a r g e  Leg- 
ment of the  community e i t h e r  a t t e n d s  school  (primari- 
l y )  o r  works during the  week. 

The main p a r t  of t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n ,  containing t h e  
r i t u a l  components, was held i n s i d e  the  l a r g e  recrea-  
t i o n  h a l l  of the  l o c a l  neighborhood park, which had 
been rented by t h e  Hmong's se l f -he lp  organiza t ion  
with funds co l l ec ted  from the  community a t  l a rge .  
This segment l a s t e d  from about 2:00 t o  5:00  i n  t h e  
afternoon of the  f i r s t  day and was preceded on t h a t  
morning and followed on t h e  next  by t r a d i t i o n a l  songs 
and games performed out  on t h e  park grounds. 

The r e c r e a t i o n  h a l l  was arranged wi th  rows of 
metal fo ld ing c h a i r s  f ac ing  an  open end of the  room, 
where an e levated  bandstand had been placed,  complete 
with ampl i f ica t ion  equipment, microphones, e l e c t r i c  
g u i t a r s ,  and a drumset. Between the  bandstand and t h e  
sea t ing  a r e a  was an open space covered by a p iece  of 
carpet .  On the  wal l  d i r e c t l y  behind the  bandstand 
was hung a l a r g e  whi te  banner proclaiming i n  s i l v e r  
l e t t e r i n g ,  "Happy New Year" i n  English,  Lao, and 
Hmong. Large panels decorated wi th  t h e  women's color-  
f u l  needlework (pa j  ntaub) had been placed on e i t h e r  
s i d e  of the  banner. A group of young unmarried women 
clad i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  costumes and holding o r n a t e  sil- 
ver-plated c o l l e c t i o n  bowls stood a t  t h e  ent rance  t o  
g r e e t  everyone a r r i v i n g ,  accept  donations,  and hand 
out  ribbon and paper pin-on f lowers inscr ibed wi th  
"Happy New Year." A l l  American gues ts8  w e r e  given a 
program w r i t t e n  i n  English and ushered by a second 
group of hos tesses  t o  t h e i r  s e a t s  i n  the  "orches t ra  
section." A s  the  audience f i l t e r e d  i n ,  t h e  young 
Hmong musicians tuned t h e i r  e l e c t r i c  g u i t a r s  and then 
began t o  play Hmong and Lao "popv' tunes. There was a 
b u s t l e  of a c t i v i t y  "off s t a g e  l e f t "  ( i n  a room ad- 
joining the  h a l l )  a s  performers readied  themselves f o r  
the  forthcoming show. 

After  a l l  t h e  s e a t s  were taken and people stand- 
ing along the  wa l l s  had s e t t l e d ,  t h e  "Master of 
Ceremonies" took one of t h e  microphones and asked 



t h a t  t h e  audience r i s e  f o r  t h e  playing of t h e  n a t i o n a l  
anthems. A recorded v e r s i o n  of t h e  U.S .  anthem was 
played f i r s t ,  followed by t h e  band's r e n d i t i o n  of t h e  
Lao anthem. A f t e r  t h e  g u e s t s  had r e t aken  t h e i r  s e z t s ,  
he in t roduced  t h e  community's primary l e a d e r ,  who de- 
l i v e r e d  a welcoming speech t o  both h i s  f e l l ow b o n g  
and t h e i r  Arne r  i c a n  f r i e n d s .  

The "MC" then  announced t h e  next  p a r t  of t h e  
program: t h e  "Cul ture  Shows." By way of i n t r o d u c t i o n  
he compared t h e  Hmong New Year c e l e b r a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  
American Christmas: "People save  money t o  buy t h i n g s  
t o  make t h e i r  fami ly  and f r i e n d s  happy."9 H e  went on 
t o  say  t h a t  t h e  shows t o  fo l low were important  t o  h i s  
people "so t h a t  they  d o n ' t  f o r g e t  t h e  way they used t o  
l i ve . "  

The c u l t u r e  shows opened wi th  two t r a d i t i o n a l  
Hmong songs performed by t h e  band--one " to  put  t h e  
o ld  year  t o  s leep ,"  and t h e  o t h e r  " t o  wake up t h e  new 
year." According t o  informants ,  t h e s e  songs a l s o  
opened t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  New Year ceremony, a l though 
they were performed on t r a d i t i o n a l  ins t ruments  and 
sung c o l l e c t i v e l y  by a l l  t h e  v i l l a g e r s .  I n  t h e  San 
Diego v e r s i o n ,  on ly  a few Hmong i n  t h e  audience open- 
l y  sang along,  w i t h  most of t h e  o t h e r s  s i l e n t l y  mouth- 
ing  t h e  words. A f t e r  t h e  songs,  more people were ad- 
mi t t ed  t o  t h e  h a l l ,  which had a l r eady  been f u l l  and 
was now overflowing. 10 

The f i r s t  show was a p r e s e n t a t i o n  of a t r a d i -  
t i o n a l  shamanis t ic  cur ing  performance (ua neeb kho). 

11 

This  p a r t i c u l a r  r o u t i n e ,  as i t  was commonly enacted 
i n  Laos, involved t h e  shaman going i n t o  t r a n c e  and 
invoking t h e  a i d  of h i s  s p i r i t  f a m i l i a r s  t o  r e t r i e v e  
a l o s t  o r  s t o l e n  s o u l ,  whose absence had caused ill- 
ness  i n  t h e  body of i ts  owner. To i n v i t e  possess ion  
by h i s  s p i r i t  h e l p e r s ,  he  would f i r s t  p l a c e  on an  
a l t a r  cups of t e a  and burning incense  candles ,  some- 
t imes  accompanied by a s a c r i f i c e d  chicken. Seated on 
a bench i n  f r o n t  of t h e  a l t a r ,  w i t h  h i s  eyes covered 
by a c l o t h  s o  t h a t  h i s  "sight1'  would remain focused 
on t h e  s p i r i t s ,  he would i n t o n e  a r eques t  f o r  h i s  
f a m i l i a r s  t o  posses s  him, pumping h i s  arms and l e g s  



up and down and wezvizlg t h e  upper p a r t  of h i s  body 
back and f o r t h  while s t r i k i n g  a r a t t l e  aga ins t  h i s  
thigh. This syncopated, rhythmic movement, of t en  ac- 
companied by the  sound of a  gong s t r u c k  by an a s s i s -  
t a n t ,  was intended t o  r ep resen t  t h e  r id ing  of a  
gal loping horse. A s  the  shaman f e l l  i n t o  t r ance  and 
was possessed one by one by h i s  s p i r i t  h e l p e r s ,  h i s  
gal loping movements would inc rease  i n  speed and in-  
t ens i ty .  Once un i t ed ,  h i s  s o u l  and i ts  s p i r i t  com- 
panions would "move out ,"  posse s t y l e ,  i n t o  t h e  super- 
na tu ra l  realm t o  f i n d  and r e t r i e v e  t h e  v i c t i m ' s  s o u l  
from i ts  demon abductor. During t h e  "chase," t h e  
shaman's behavior would become inc reas ing ly  f r enz ied  
a s  he and h i s  s p i r i t  depu t i e s ,  speaking through him, 
discussed s t r a t e g y  and probable outcome. When the  
e v i l  s p i r i t ' s  abode was f i n a l l y  loca ted ,  t h e  shaman 
would leap  up, o f t e n  onto t h e  top of t h e  bench, and 
en te r  e i t h e r  i n t o  symbolic combat o r  nego t i a t ion  wi th  
the  s p i r i t  f o r  the  r e l e a s e  of t h e  cap t ive  s o u l ,  a t  
which t i m e  he would o f t e n  have t o  be r e s t r a i n e d  by an 
a s s i s t a n t  lest he i n j u r e  himself.  During the  course 
of negot ia t ions ,  t h a t  being t h e  case ,  the  shaman 
would o f t e n  repor t  back t o  t h e  v ic t im ' s  assembled 
r e l a t i v e s  t h a t  a  p ig  would have t o  be s a c r i f i c e d  t o  
gain the  r e l e a s e  of h i s  soul .  This r o u t i n e  might 
have l a s t e d  from one t o  s e v e r a l  hours,  depending on 
the s t r e n g t h  and in t rans igence  of the  demon, and was 
accompanied by a c t s  of d i v i n a t i o n  t o  a i d  i n  t h e  
search. A t  the  end of t h e  o rdea l ,  the  shaman would 
regain consciousness wi th  the  he lp  of an a s s i s t a n t ' s  
massaging. He would then formally thank h i s  s p i r i t  
he lpers  f o r  t h e i r  a s s i s t a n c e ,  and t h e  v i c t i m ' s  family 
would be l e f t  t o  await expectant ly  t h e  outcome on h i s  
i l l n e s s .  

, : J d c- - -  1 .A-  

The San Diego New Year's ve r s ion  of t h i s  paradig- 
matic shamanistic performance was s i m i l a r  only i n  out-  
ward appearance, and even then,  i n  a  r e s t r i c t e d  sense.  
The performer was dressed i n  t h e  shaman's loose ly  
f i t t i n g  black s h i r t  and pan t s  and was accompanied by 
th ree  young male a s s i s t a n t s  wearing semi- t radi t ional  
costumes. Taking t h e i r  p laces  on t h e  carpeted "stage" 
i n  f r o n t  of t h e  bandstand, t h e  troupe f i r s t  bowed t o  
the  audience, and t h e  a s s i s t a n t s ,  looking a s  i f  they 



were about  t o  b u r s t  i n t o  a f i t  of g i g g l i n g ,  then  
turned and kowtowed t o  t h e  shaman. Also wi th  an  
amused express ion  on h i s  f a c e ,  t h e  shaman turned and 
bowed t o  h i s  a l t a r ,  which cons i s t ed  of a me ta l  T.V. 
t a b l e  w i th  a t i n  can on top wrapped i n  gold paper and 
holding burning incense  s t i c k s .  Af t e r  some ba re ly  
a u d i b l e  chant ing ,  he pu l l ed  t h e  c l o t h  down over h i s  
f a c e ,  s a t  down on a piano bench, and began t h e  ga l lop-  
ing  r o u t i n e ,  which never came c l o s e  t o  reaching t h e  
i n t e n s i t y  of t h e  t r u e  trance-induced performance. 
This  mimetic behavior l a s t e d  f o r  on ly  about  one minute 
and was accompanizd by t h e  n a r r a t i o n  of t h e  MC, who 
explained t h a t  t h e  shaman, u s ing  "black magic," was 
of f  "soul  searching" and t h a t  "a normal person c a n ' t  
say  t h e  words a shaman says  dur ing  a t rance."  The 
shaman w a s  then  "brought back" t o  consciousness  by one 
of h i s  a s s i s t a n t s ,  who g i n g e r l y  shook him by h i s  
shoulders .  Thei r  performance ended, t h e  shaman and 
h i s  a s s i s t a n t s ,  a l l  g r inn ing  widely,  turned and bowed 
t o  t h e  applauding audience.  

The next  r o u t i n e  represented  a v a r i a n t  of t h e  
"world renewal" r i t u a l  t h a t  i n i t i a t e d  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
New Y e a r  Ce lebra t ion .  I n  Laos, t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  r i t u a l  
(lwm qa ib )  was performed s e p a r a t e l y  by t h e  members of 
each l i n e a g e  represented  i n  a v i l l a g e  and was focused 
on a smal l  t r e e  brought i n  from t h e  f o r e s t  and s t u c k  
i n t o  the  ground. One end of a rope  p l a i t e d  from r e e d s  
was t i e d  near  t h e  top  of t h e  t r e e  and t h e  o the r  was 
e i t h e r  he ld  by one of t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  o r  t i e d  t o  a 
rock. A s  t h e  l i n e a g e  e l d e r  s tood next  t o  t h e  t runk  
hold ing  a l i v e  chicken,  a l l  t h e  l i n e a g e  members would 
pas s  i n  a c i r c l e  c l o s e  t o  t h e  t r e e  and around t h e  
lower end of t h e  rope ,  t h r e e  t imes clockwise and four  
t imes counterclockwise.  During t h e  clockwise r o t a t i o n ,  
t h e  l e a d e r  would e n t i c e  w i t h  s p e c i a l  chant ing a l l  t h e  
e v i l  and mis fo r tune  t h a t  had accumulated i n  h i s  people 
dur ing  t h e  previous  year  i n t o  t h e  chicken. When t h e  
d i r e c t i o n  was r zve r sed ,  he  would s u p p l i c a t e  t h e  l i neage  
s p i r i t s  t o  watch over  h i s  people and ensure  good for -  
tune  f o r  them throughout t h e  new year .  H e  would then 
t a k e  t h e  chicken f a r  i n t o  t h e  f o r e s t  and c u t  i t s  
t h r o a t ,  thereby l e t t i n g  o u t  t h e  e v i l  t h a t  had co l l ec t ed  
i n  i ts  blood dur ing  t h e  r i t u a l .  



The " t ree"  involved i n  t h e  San Diego r e n d i t i o n  of 
t h i s  r i t u a l  cons i s t ed  of a rough hewn wooden p o l e  
s t a i n e d  green ,  w i t h  a euca lyptus  branch a t t ached  t o  
t h e  top. The rope  was p l a i t e d  from g reen  r ibbons ,  and 
t h e  l o o s e  end was he ld  by a middle-aged man dressed  i n  
a s u i t .  A l l  t h e  o t h e r  p a r t i c i p a n t s  wore semi-tradi-  
t i o n a l  costumes. Four teen  young unmarried a d u l t s ,  
seven of each sex ,  played t h e  p a r t  of t h e  l i n e a g e  
members; t h e  p a r t  of t h e  l i n e a g e  e l d e r  was taken  by an  
old man. These performers  d i d  no t  i n  f a c t  r e p r e s e n t  a 
s i n g l e  l ineage .  A s  t h e  e l d e r  he ld  up a l i v e  chicken 
and began t o  chant ,  t h e  members s t a r t e d  t o  circumam- 
b u l a t e  beneath t h e  rope ,  h e s i t a t i n g l y  a t  f i r s t ,  bu t  
then more assuredly .  The solemnity of t h e i r  downcast 
f a c e s  was b e l i e d  by an  occas iona l  amused express ion .  
The young men c a r r i e d  e i t h e r  t r a d i t i o n a l  panpipes o r  
I I farming implements" ( l o c a l  gardening hoes and brush  
knives) ,  bo th  of which were meant t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  
a g r i c u l t u r a l  meaning of t h i s  opening r i t u a l .  of t h e  
New Year Celebra t ion .  When i t  came t ime t o  r e v e r s e  
d i r e c t i o n s ,  t h e r e  was some momentary confusion,  which 
was c l ea red  up by t h e  man holding t h e  rope. A f t e r  t h e  
l a s t  counterclockwise r o t a t i o n ,  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  
stopped and looked expec tan t ly  toward t h e  e l d e r ,  who 
was s t i l l  holding up t h e  cock and chant ing.  To be  
s tanding "on s tage" wi th  nothing more t o  do seemed t o  
make t h e  young performers  uncomfortable ,  and some of 
them were c l e a r l y  embarrassed. They acco rd ing ly  ap- 
peared r e l i eved  when t h e  e l d e r  f i n a l l y  stopped chant- 
ing and they could l e a v e  t h e  s t age .  A few of them, 
toge ther  w i th  t h e  e l d e r ,  bowed b r i e f l y  t o  t h e  applaud- 
ing audience be fo re  depa r t ing .  

The t r e e  having been removed from t h e  s t a g e ,  
p repa ra t ions  were made f o r  t h e  nex t  show, which w a s  
announced as a New Year 's  "House Cleaning R i tua l "  (s 
v a j  t u  loog t o s  xyoo t s h i a b ) .  Th i s  performance ac- 
t u a l l y  comprised segments of two r i t u a l s  t h a t  w e r e  
performed s e p a r a t e l y  w i t h i n  each v i l l a g e  household 
e a r l y  i n  t h e  morning of t h e  f i r s t  day of t h e  t r a d i t i o n -  
a l  New Year Ce leb ra t ion  i n  Laos. The f i r s t  r i t u a l  
was intended t o  summon home a l l  a n c e s t r a l  s o u l s  of t h e  
household, both human and animal ,  a s  w e l l  a s  any pe r i -  
p a t e t i c  s o u l s  of t h e  l i v i n g  members, and t o  e n j o i n  



them t o  s t a y  f o r  t h e  d u r a t i o n  of t h e  ce l eb ra t ion .  The 
s a c r i f i c e  o f f e r e d  f o r  t h e  s o u l s '  r e t u r n  v a r i e d  accord- 
ing t o  t h e  household 's  r e sou rces :  one chicken f o r  
each human s o u l  i n  t h e  w e a l t h i e s t  f a m i l i e s  t o  one egg 
f o r  each i n  t h e  poores t .  The o f f e r i n g s ,  e i t h e r  t h e  
parboi led  chickens o r  t h e  eggs, would be placed wi th  
burn ing: incenses t icks  i n  t h e  doorway of t h e  house, and 
t h e  head of t h e  fami ly  would i n t o n e  a  r eques t  f o r  t h e  
s o u l s  t o  r e t u r n .  A t  t h i s  t i m e ,  h e  would a l s o  c a s t  h i s  
"d iv ina t ion  horns" (kuam neeb: t h e  two s i d e s  of a  
s p l i t  t i p  of a  b u f f a m s  horn) u n t i l  t h e i r  l a y  on t h e  
f  i o o r  showed t h a t  t h e  s o u l s  had a r r i v e d .  He would 
then  burn some paper  money (nominally 1,000 Indian  
rupees ) ,  o r  s t r i p s  of paper i f  t h e  l a t t e r  could no t  
be a f fo rded ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  s e c u r e  t h e  sou l s '  p r o t e c t i o n  
f o r  h i s  fami ly  and its crops  dur ing  t h e  new year .  

The o t h e r  r i t u a l ,  a l s o  performed by t h e  family 
head, was d i r e c t e d  toward t h e  p r o t e c t i v e  house s p i r i t s  
(dab xwmkab) -- . Kneeling be fo re  t h e  s p i r i t s '  house 
s h r i n e  and hold ing  f o r t h  a  l i v e  cock as an o f f e r i n g ,  
t h e  l e a d e r  would s u p p l i c a t e  t h e  s p i r i t s  t o  watch over  
and b r ing  good f o r t u n e  t o  t h e  household f o r  t h e  f o r t h -  
coming year .  He would then  s a c r i f i c e  the  fowl and 
a f f i x  some of i ts  sma l l  f e a t h e r s  w i t h  its blood t o  
t h e i r  sh r ine .  The cock was then  cooked and o f f e red  
aga in  t o  t h e  s p i r i t s  a long w i t h  some r e a l  o r  spur ious  
paper money i n  a f u r t h e r  r eques t  f o r  support .  The 
d i v i n a t i o n  horns  would then  b e  c a s t  i n  o rde r  t o  as-  
c e r t a i n  i f  t h e  s p i r i t s '  suppor t  had been secured,  and 
f i n a l l y  t h e  fowl would be ea t en  by t h e  household mem- 
be r s .  

I n  t h e  San Diego New Year 's  combined enactment 
of t h e s e  two r i t u a l s ,  a n  o ld  man, whose only t r a d i -  
t i o n a l  a r t i c l e  of c l o t h i n g  was a p ink  wa i s t  sash ,  
s tood  be fo re  t h e  same T.V. t a b l e - a l t a r  used e a r l i e r  
by t h e  shaman, which now he ld  a p l a s t i c  bowl f i l l e d  
wi th  eggs and a  few burning incense  s t i c k s .  Chanting 
solemnly, and seemingly o b l i v i o u s  t o  t h e  audience,  he  
bounced t h e  d i v i n a t i o n  horns i n  h i s  hands, and i n  one 
f l u i d  movement, dropped them onto  t h e  f l o o r ,  examined 
t h e i r  l a y ,  picked them up,  and s t a r t e d  aga in .  Because 
h i s  chant ing  was b a r e l y  a u d i b l e ,  t h e  MC lowered one 



of the microphones down from t h e  bandstand t o  t h e  
f loor  next t o  him, which suddenly projected h i s  voice ,  
with a good amount of feedback, across  t h e  e n t i r e  
" a l l .  Tota l ly  unaffected by t h i s  i n t r u s i o n ,  h i s  
chanting and cas t ing  of horns continued x n t i l  they 
f e l l  with one on i ts f a c e  and ~ . ~ ? e  other  on i ts back: 
the  s ign tha t  the  sou l s  had ar r ived.  He then l i f t e d  
t h e  bowl i n  a br ief  ges tu re  of suppl ica t ion.  

This ended t h e  f i r s t  r i t u a l ;  t h e  bowl and 1 . V .  
t a b l e  were replaced with a wooden ;nd paper s t r u c t u r e  
representing t h e  s h r i n e  of t h e  p r o t e c t i v e  house s p i r i t s ,  
Holding the  previously used cock, which was still  
a l i v e  but  by now stunned wi th  exhaustion, t h e  old man 
knel t  before t h e  s h r i n e  and l i f t e d  up t h e  fowl a s  an 
offering.  Maintaining t h i s  pos ture ,  he b r i e f l y  in-  
toned t h e  request  f o r  t h e  s p i r i t s '  p ro tec t ion ,  then 
stood and bowed s l i g h t l y  toward t h e  audience, who re -  
sponded with p o l i t e  applause. l2 

The f i n a l  performance of a r e l i g i o u s  na tu re  con- 
cerned t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  f u n e r a l  ceremony (ntees  tuag).  
I n  Laos, t h i s  ceremony may have l a s t e d  a s  long a s  two 
weeks, with i ts primary focus f a l l i n g  on t h e  day of 
b u r i a l  (hnub tshwm tshav).  The i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  of 
r i t u a l  a t  t h i s  time was intended t o  f a c i l i t a t e  t h e  
journey of t h e  deceased's sou l  t o  t h e  netherworld: 
animals were offered i n  s a c r i f i c e  t o  t h e  s o u l  t o  sus- 
t a i n  i t  i n  i t s  journey and t o  t h e  s p i r i t s  t o  secure  
t h e i r  guidance along t h e  way; guns were f i r e d  i n t o  the  
a i r  t o  f r i g h t e n  away e v i l  s p i r i t s ;  drums, gongs, and 
wind instruments were played i n  order  t o  announce t o  
t h e  a n c e s t r a l  s p i r i t s  t h a t  a new s o u l  would soon be 
joining them; and members of t h e  deceased's family 
would dance t o  show respec t  t o  h i s  departed sou l  and 
a l l  of i t s  a n c e s t r a l  r e l a t i v e s .  

The only segment of t h i s  e l abora te  ceremony t o  be 
performed a t  t h e  San Diego New Year Celebrat ion was 
t h e  s a c r i f i c i a l  o f fe r ing  of food t o  the  deceased's 
soul  (pam tuag). A small coffee  t a b l e  was placed on 
the  s t age  with a jug of commercial red wine, a paper 
cup, and two p l a t e s  of cooked food, one of r i c e  and 
t h e  o the r  of pork. The microphone was taken ou t  of 



its stand and placed on the  t ab le .  The o ld  man who 
had ac ted  a s  t h e  e lde r  i n  t h e  e a r l i e r  "tree r i tua l ' '  
stood before t h e  t a b l e ,  took a p l a s t i c  spoonful of 
r i c e ,  and intoned t o  t h e  soul  t h a t  t h i s  o f fe r ing  was 
being made so  t h a t  it would have a s a f e  journey t o  the  
land of t h e  ances tors .  The same rou t ine  was repeated 
wi th  t h e  pork and f i n a l l y ,  t h e  wine. 

Although t h i s  was t h e  l a s t  enactment of a r e l i -  
gious r i t u a l ,  t h e  program continued with performances 
of t r a d i t i o n a l  New Year games, dances, and music. A t  
t h e  c l o s e  of these  "Culture Shows ,I '  t h e  "MC" i n v i t e d  
t h e  audience t o  assemble outs ide  the  h a l l ,  where long 
t a b l e s  laden with t r a d i t i o n a l  food were awaiting them. 

THE RELIGIOUS TRANSFORMATION 

The enactment of these  r i t u a l  rou t ines  during the  
1979 San Diego New Y e a r  Celebrat ion exemplifies the  
transformation t h a t  i s  occurring i n  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  
Hmong r e l i g i o u s  system a s  a r e s u l t  of the  doubt t h a t  
now surrounds t h e i r  s p i r i t u a l  b e l i e f s  and p rac t i ces .  
Since t h e i r  new environment i s  extremely nonsuppor t i v e  
of both t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  supernatura l  b e l i e f s  and 
associa ted  r i t u a l s ,  t h e  symbolic enactment of these  
b e l i e f s  through t h e  r i t u a l  process no longer occurs 
on t h e  continuing, everyday b a s i s  a s  i t  did i n  Laos. 
J u s t  a s  t h e i r  d a i l y  experience no longer involves the  
migrat ion of v i l l a g e s  across  mountains, the  construc- 
t i o n  and maintenance of houses and t o o l s ,  t h e  tending 
of crops and l ives tock ,  and t h e  cont inual  production 
of food and c lo thing,  so  too has  t h e  supernatural  be- 
l i e f  and r i t u a l  complex t h a t  gave meaning t o  t h i s  ex- 
perience and d i r e c t e d  t h e i r  ac t ions  wi th in  i t  been 
i r r e t r i e v a b l y  l o s t .  The r e s u l t ,  a s  I have argued, is 
an increas ing appearance of s p i r i t u a l  doubt. 

While t h e  d a i l y  confronta t ion wi th  new mate r i a l  
condi t ions  of l i f e  c r e a t e s  many problems f o r  t h e  
Hmong f o r  which t h e r e  a r e  no easy so lu t ions ,  t h e  
a t tendant  problem of t h e  dec l ine  i n  s p i r i t u a l  c e r t i -  
tude is  even more perplexing because i t  i s  more s u b t l e ,  
being rooted i n  t h e  very i d e n t i t i e s  of t h e  be l i evers  
and the re fo re  more r e f r a c t o r y  t o  any programmatic 



treatment, on t h e  p a r t  of e i t h e r  t h e  refugee a s s i s t a n c e  
agencies or  t h e  b o n g  themselves. Again following - 
Geertz, a r e so lu t ion  t o  t h i s  c r i s i s  i n  f a i t h ,  i f  one 

f 
is t o  be found, w i l l  have t o  come ou t  of the  same a 

"confrontation of t r a d i t i o n a l  forms of f a i t h  wi th  , 

a l t e r e d  condit ions of l i f e "  t h a t  produced i t  i n  t h e  - 
f i r s t  place. 

Here w e  come t o  the  r o l e  of t h e  New Year "Culture 
Shows" i n  helping t o  reso lve  t h i s  c r i s i s .  No longer 
ab le  t o  maintain t h e i r  r i t u a l  p r a c t i c e s  a s  an i n t e g r a l  
p a r t  of t h e i r  d a i l y  experience, and having t o  f a c e  t h e  
unse t t l ing  doubt t h a t  r e s u l t s ,  t h e  Hmong i n  San Diego 
have followed possibly t h e  only r o u t e  a v a i l a b l e  t o  
them i n  t h e i r  new environment: they have taken t h e i r  - 
t r a d i t i o n a l  r i t u a l  p r a c t i c e s  out  of t h e  context  of 
everyday l i f e  and deposited them i n  the  p r o t e c t i v e  
ga l l e ry  of a publ ic  t h e a t r i c a l  performance. H e r e  they 
can serve,  i f  no longer a s  t h e  symbolic i n t e g r a t o r s  
of thought, a f f e c t ,  and experience, a t  l e a s t  a s  
mnemonic r e p o s i t o r i e s  of r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f s  whose 
d a i l y  u t i l i t y  has ended but whose importance i n  main- 
ta in ing a sense of ongoing e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  i s  s t i l l  - 

very much i n  evidence. 

The New Year Celebrat ion,  then,  has become t h e  
main g a l l e r y  f o r  t h e  preservat ion of t r a d i t i o n a l  
r i t u a l s  and t h e i r  associa ted  b e l i e f s ,  not  only f o r  
those of t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  ce lebra t ion  i t s e l f ,  but a l s o  
f o r  the  r e l i g i o u s  complex i n  genera l  (e.g., t h e  
shamanistic and funera l  performances). The New Year . 

Celebrat ion i s  t h e  l i k e l y  candidate f o r  t h i s  t a s k  of 
preservat ion because of both i ts  t r a d i t i o n a l  importance 
and i ts s i m i l a r i t y  i n  o v e r a l l  form and occurrence t o  
the  American t r a d i t i o n s  of Christmas and New Year's. - 

Interviews conducted with t h e  Hmong leaders  who 
helped t o  organize the  1979 ce lebra t ion  a t t e s t  t o  i ts  
preservat ional  function.  When asked why they decided 
t o  hold the  "cu l tu re  shows" a s  p a r t  of t h e i r  New 
Year's f e s t i v i t i e s ,  they answered, independently and 
cons i s t en t ly ,  t h a t  t h e  performances were not  t h e  
"rea l  thing," but  " j u s t  shows" intended mainly t o  
demonstrate some of t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  customs t o  those 



of t h e i r  ch i ld ren  who were too young t o  remember or  
t o  have experienced them i n  Laos, and t o  t h e i r  A m e r i -  
can f r i e n d s  who had known t h e  Hmong only a s  refugees-- 
i n  t h e  case of t h e  former, "so that they don' t  fo rge t  
how t h e i r  ances tors  l ived , "  and i n  the  case of the  
l a t t e r ,  "so that they can l e a r n  something about our 
culture."  When asked how the  performances w e r e  re-  
ceived by themselves and by t h e  o the r  a d u l t s  i n  
at tendance,  t h e  answers w e r e  not  a s  r ead i ly  fo r th -  
coming, a s  i f  they w e r e  too self-evident  t o  be e a s i l y  
formulated: "They made u s  f e e l  good," "they made us  
happy. 

11 

The responses t o  both ques t ions  corroborated my 
own observations of t h e  audience during t h e  perfor-  
mances. The ch i ld ren  s a t  q u i e t l y  throughout, most of 
them i n  a semic i rc le  d i r e c t l y  i n  f r o n t  of t h e  s t age ,  
t h e i r  eyes f ixed  wi th  wonderment a t  the  events before 
them. The a d u l t s  w e r e  equally a t t e n t i v e  but more 
animated, smiling and laughing wi th  recogni t ion ,  
pointing and commenting among themselves about p a r t i c -  
u l a r  a spec t s  of the  r o u t i n e s  o r  about t h e i r  associa ted  
memories, and many of them near  t h e  s t age  taking pic-  
t u r  es . 

However, t h e  f a c t  t h a t  these  r i t u a l  performances 
w e r e  intended not  t o  convey t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  meanings, 
but  a s  a c t s  e i t h e r  of c u l t u r a l  i n s t r u c t i o n  ( fo r  the  
chi ldren and American gues ts)  o r  of entertainment and 
ce lebra t ion  ( f o r  t h e  a d u l t s ) ,  po in t s  beyond t h e i r  
p rese rva t iona l  funct ion t o  t h e  l a r g e r  r e l i g i o u s  t rans-  
formation t h a t  this new funct ion represents .  In  o ther  
words, t h e  i n t e n t i o n a l  t h e a t r i c a l  showcasing of 
r i t u a l s  t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  had no purpose beyond t h e i r  
own self-contained meanings represen t s  a transforma- 
t i o n ,  i f  not  i n  t h e  content of b e l i e f ,  c e r t a i n l y  i n  
the  form i t  assumes. Again, what Geertz has w r i t t e n  
of Moroccans and Indonesians I bel ieve  holds a l s o  f o r  
the  Hmong: "What i s  believed t o  be t r u e  has not 
changed ... o r  not  changed very much. What has changed 
is  t h e  way i n  which i t  i s  believed. Where the re  once 
was f a i t h ,  t h e r e  a r e  now reasons" (1968: 17).  



To conclude, t h e  doubt t h a t  now permeates t h e  
Hmong's t r a d i t i o n a l  r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f s  a s  a r e s u l t  of 
t h e i r  rese t t lement  i n  t h i s  soc ie ty  has  i n  tu rn  t r ans -  
formed these  b e l i e f s  and t h e i r  a t tendant  r i t u a l s  and 
symbolic images from i n t r i n s i c a l l y  meaningful revela-  
t ions  of s p i r i t u a l  t r u t h  t o  ideo log ica l  reminders of 
t h a t  t r u t h ' s  importance. Geertz has r e f e r r e d  t o  t h i s  
transformation a s  the  change from "rel igiousness" t o  
"religious-mindedness," from "being held by r e l i g i o u s  
convictions" t o  "holding them" (1968: 61). The Hmong, 
who have f e l t  t h e  hold of t h e i r  convict ions s l i p  away, 
have reached out  and grasped them i n  an attempt t o  a t  
l e a s t  r e t a i n  them a s  emblems of t h e i r  e thn ic  and cul-  
t u r a l  i d e n t i t i e s .  No longer a b l e  t o  t r u s t  t h e  
s p i r i t u a l  power of t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  b e l i e f s ,  they 
have now focused on t h e i r  s p i r i t u a l  r epu ta t ion .  To 
guard t h i s  r epu ta t ion ,  they have c loseted  away t h e  
r i t u a l s  and symbolic elements through which these  be- 
l i e f s  w e r e  previously expressed, and once a year when 
i t  is  appropr ia te  t o  do so ,  they take  them out .  dus t  
them off--although t h e i r  old g l o w  of persuasiveness 
w i l l  never q u i t e  return--and d i sp lay  them i n  the  show- 
case of t h e i r  New Year Celebrat ion,  where they serve  
a s  reminders of a r ap id ly  receding pas t .  



NOTES 

*The f i e l d  work on which t h i s  paper i s  based was con- 
ducted wi th in  the  San Diego Hmong community in termit -  
t e n t l y  between August 1979 and March 1980. Further 
e labora t ion and c l a r i f i c a t i o n  has been made a s  a re-  
s u l t  of a d d i t i o n a l  research conducted up t o  October, 
1981; but t h e  "ethnographic present" of the  paper re- 
mains wi th in  the  o r i g i n a l  period. 

I would l i k e  t o  thank F.G. Bailey, Michael 
Meeker, Gananath Obeyesekere, and my wife,  Amina 
Namika Raby f o r  both t h e i r  encouragement and c r i t i c a l  
a s s i s t a n c e  i n  t h e  prepara t ion of t h i s  paper. Special  
thanks go t o  my main research a s s i s t a n t ,  Tong Vang, 
f o r  h i s  pa t ience  and i n s i g h t  i n  helping m e  with the  
Hmong terms and with some of the  desc r ip t ion  of the  
t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong r e l i g i o n  used herein.  Any remaining 
mistakes,  of course, a r e  my r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  And 
above a l l ,  t o  the  members of t h e  San Diego Hmong 
community, without whose cooperation t h i s  paper could 
never have been wr i t t en :  Kuv ua ne j  tsaug. 

1. This extremely general ized sketch  of t h e  t r a d i -  
t i o n a l  Hmong r e l i g i o u s  system is drawn from two 
ethnographic r e p o r t s  from Thailand, a s  w e l l  a s  
from interviews with l o c a l  informants conducted 
t o  a d j u s t  f o r  any d i f fe rences  i n  Laos. In  com- 
paring these  enthnographic desc r ip t ions  
(Rernatzik 1970 and Geddes 1976) with the  i n t e r -  
view d a t a ,  i t  appears t h a t  the  d i f ferences  a r e  
minor. 

2. I have used t h e  RPA (Romanized Popular Alphabet) 
f o r  a l l  Hmong terms i n  t h i s  paper. Since the  
phonological a spec t s  of t h i s  orthography a r e  too 
complex t o  be described here,  t h e  reader  is urged 
t o  consult  Heimbach (1979) f o r  a guide t o  pronun- 
c i a t i o n .  

3.  A t  the  time t o  which t h i s  paper r e f e r s  (winter,  
1980), t h e  San Diego population numbered about 



1,200 and was concentrated pr imar i ly  i n  a lower- 
middle c l a s s ,  e t h n i c a l l y  mixed neighborhood no t  
over two square m i l e s  i n  area .  Although t h e  pop- 
u l a t i o n  today has grown t o  around 4,500 and i s  
more widely d ispersed,  it  continues t o  e x h i b i t  
the  high degree of s o c i a l  and c u l t u r a l  cohesion 
i t  did two years  ago--thus the  designation 
I I community ." Other a reas  wi th  s i z a b l e  Ihnong 
populations a r e  Orange County, Ca l i fo rn ia ;  
Minneapolis; S t .  Paul; Denver; Por t land;  
Providence, R . I . ;  and Missoula, Montana. 

The only work he re to fore  published on t h e  
Hmong i n  the  United S t a t e s  t h a t  d e a l s  with r e l i -  
gious change i s  a monograph concerning the  
Montana population (Bessac and Rainbolt 1978). 
Although i t s  treatment of r e l i g i o u s  change i s  
not  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  warrant any d e f i n i t i v e  conclu- 
s ion,  i t  does appear from what i s  presented t h a t  
some of t h e  changes I have observed i n  t h e  San 
Diego community a r e  occurring t h e r e  a s  well .  

4. One informant expressed h i s  doubt i n  t h e  exis-  
tence of l o c a l  Hmong s p i r i t s  i n  t h i s  manner: 
"In Laos w e  believed t h e r e  w e r e  s p i r i t s  i n  t h e  
mountains. Here, maybe t h e  American Indians be- 
l i e v e  i n  s p i r i t s ,  but  those  (pointing i n  t h e  
d i r e c t i o n  of the  nearby Laguna range) a r e  t h e i r  
mountains, not ours." 

5. Even the  most accul tura ted  members of t h e  commu- 
n i t y  continue t o  "pray" t o  t h e i r  ances tors  t o  
help them with such problems, but only a f t e r  they 
have done everything poss ib le  on t h e i r  own t o  ob- 
t a i n  the des i red  outcome. I n  o t h e r  words, they 
tag the  suppl ica t ion of t h e i r  ances tors  onto the  
end of the  "ra t ional"  thought process t h a t  they 
have learned t o  employ here--as a way of "hedging 
t h e i r  bets .  " 

6 .  This i s  not  t o  say t h a t  ancestor  worship was not  
a family concern, but s ince  an e n t i r e  l o c a l  
l ineage segment would o f ten  worship c o l l e c t i v e l y ,  
t h e  associated r i t u a l s  were given a pub l ic  form. 



7. The desc r ip t ion  of t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  New Year 
Celebrat ion used throughout t h i s  sec t ion  is  
based on Bernatzik (1970: 278-282) and Geddes 
(1976: 91-94), and both of these  ethnographic 
accounts from Thailand have been adjus ted  wherev- 
er appropr ia te  t o  f i t  b e t t e r  the  p a t t e r n s  preva- 
l e n t  i n  t h e  a reas  of Laos from which most of t h e  
l o c a l  refugees or ig inated .  

8. The Americans i n  at tendance included teachers,  
rese t t lement  workers, h e a l t h  ca re  s p e c i a l i s t s ,  
and o t h e r s  who have helped the  Hmong i n  t h e i r  
adjustment t o  the  l o c a l  socie ty .  

9. A s  f a r  a s  I have been a b l e  t o  determine, g i f t  
giving w a s  not  an important p a r t  of the  t r a d i -  
t i o n a l  New Year Celebrat ion,  and is  thus l i k e l y  
t o  be a product of accul tura t ion.  And even then, 
most of t h e  present  g i f t -g iv ing cen te r s  only on 
chi ldren.  

10. The audience included about 700 Hmong, 25 Ameri- 
cans, and 1 0  Laotians. The remaining 500 o r  so 
of t h e  l o c a l  Hmong population did not a t t end ,  
according t o  t h e  community l eaders ,  because of 
i l l n e s s ,  t r anspor ta t ion  and child-care problems, 
o r  opposit ion t o  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  na tu re  of the  
program. This l a t t e r  group comprised about 10 
conservative Pro tes tan t  f ami l i e s  (about 50 peo- 
p l e ) ,  whose conversion demanded a t o t a l  r e j e c t i o n  
of t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  r e l i g i o n .  Many of t h e  
a t tending Hmong were a l s o  Chr is t ians ,  but 
Cathol ics  whose conversion apparently allows 
them t o  see less c o n f l i c t  between t h e i r  old and 
new re l ig ions .  

11. This d e s c r i p t i o n  r e f e r s  t o  a Thai Hmong shamanis- 
t i c  performance taken from Bernatzik (1970: 238- 
256) and Geddes (1976: 78, 97-100) and local ized 
f o r  Laos through interviews conducted with l o c a l  
informants. Again, the  d i f fe rences  a r e  minor. 

12. Af ter  t h e  ce lebra t ion ,  I was t o l d  by t h e  main 
leader  of t h e  community t h a t  t h e  cock was l a t e r  



taken home by a small  group of e l d e r s  and s a c r i -  
f i ced  t o  t h e  sp i r i t s - -a  p r a c t i c e  i n  which only 
they and a few o t h e r s  of t h e i r  age s t i l l  occasion- 
a l l y  engage. 
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HMONG MYTHS, LEGENDS AND FOLK TALES: 
A RESOURCE FOR CULTURAL UNDERSTANDING 

Charles  R. Johnson 

INTRODUCTION 

I approach t h i s  s u b j e c t  wi th  cons iderable  cau- 
t i o n ,  be ing  n e i t h e r  a  s p e c i a l i s t  i n  mythology nor  an  
e t h n o l o g i s t ,  bu t  r a t h e r  a  teacher  of  French and of 
English t o  speakers  of  o t h e r  languages. Yet, t he  ex- 
pe r i ences  of s tudying  a  Bantu language and c u l t u r e  
whi le  teaching  f i v e  yea r s  i n  Af r i ca ,  and of l i v i n g  
f i v e  yea r s  on the  Navajo Reservat ion,  and, more re- 
c e n t l y ,  of sponsoring r e se t t l emen t  of Hmong refugees ,  
have convinced me of t he  need f o r  c ros s -cu l tu ra l  un- 
de r s t and ing  and of t h e  va lue  of knowing a  people ' s  
t r a d i t i o n a l  o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  a s  one a i d  toward t h i s  
understanding. I o f f e r  he re  a  progress  r e p o r t  on a  
p r o j e c t  I am developing, wi th  some impressions bear- 
i n g  on t h e  s u b j e c t  s t a t e d  i n  t h e  t i t l e ,  bu t  wi th  no 
f i n a l  o r  profound conclusions.  

DESCRIPTION OF RESEARCH PROJECT 

I n  February 1976, when I went t o  t he  a i r p o r t  t o  
meet Minnesota's f i r s t  Hmong family,  I d id  not  know 
one t h i n g  about  t h e  Hmong. Nor d i d  sca rce ly  anyone 
e l s e  i n  Minnesota, i nc lud ing  those  assigned a s  t h e i r  
t eache r s .  Each yea r  fo l lowing  t h a t ,  a s  more and 
more Hmong came, g iv ing  Minnesota t h e  l a r g e s t  group 
of Hmong i n  t h e  United S t a t e s ,  w i th  about  10,000 of 
t h e  40,000 now l i v i n g  i n  t h i s  country,  many of us 
kep t  r e g r e t t i n g  t h a t  most of t h e  teaching  m a t e r i a l s  
a v a i l a b l e  were no t  a p p r o p r i a t e  f o r  t h e  Hmong--and 
even when t eache r s  taught  s u r v i v a l  English without  
a  t e x t ,  they had no c u l t u r a l l y  r e l e v a n t  books f o r  
teaching  reading.  By 1979 I decided t o  q u i t  j u s t  
r e g r e t t i n g  and do something. 

I asked myself ,  what i s  a f a m i l i a r  conten t  on 
which t o  base  l i t e r a c y  and ESL m a t e r i a l s ?  Authors 



l i k e  Fa ther  Savina, David Crocket t  Graham, Yang Dao, 
Jean Larteguy, and Jean Mottin have s a i d ,  each i n  h i s  
own way, t h a t  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  i s  t h e  g l u e  t h a t  has  
he ld  the  Hmong toge the r  f o r  thousands of  yea r s .  Sus- 
pec t ing  t h a t  s u r e l y  Hmong myths, l egends ,  and folk! 
t a l e s  would be s t o r i e s  t h e  Hmong who were coming 
he re  would be  f a m i l i a r  wi th  and might be  g l ad  t o  
f i n d  i n  reading books used t o  t each  them Engl i sh ,  
and t h a t  t h e s e  s t o r i e s  would, a t  t h e  same time, teach  
Americans something about  Hmong people,  Hmong l i f e  
and va lues ,  I s e t  o u t  t o  supe rv i se  t h e  record ing  of 
some z a j  dab neeg Hmoob h e r e  i n  Minnesota, w i th  sup- 
p o r t  from t h e  Northwest Area Foundation and from 
Macalester  College. 

By now, e i g h t  s t o r y  t e l l e r s  have taped about 
twenty-two hours of t h i s  o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  f o r  us. This  
has  been w r i t t e n  i n  Hmong language and most of t h e  
s t o r i e s  t r a n s l a t e d ,  o f t e n  f i r s t  i n t o  French (because 
t h e  most r e f i n e d  language s k i l l  of my i n t e r p r e t e r s  
was i n  French),  then  i n t o  English.  Seve ra l  s e l e c t e d  
s t o r i e s  have been adapted t o  d i f f e r e n t  i n s t r u c t i o n a l  
l e v e l s ,  have been publ ished,  and a r e  now be ing  d i s -  
t r i b u t e d .  The most i n c l u s i v e  ve r s ion ,  a more schol-  
a r l y  Hrnong-English e d i t i o n  of  f u l l  l e n g t h  s t o r i e s ,  
wi th  an i n t r o d u c t i o n  and c u l t u r a l  n o t e s ,  is  s t i l l  
i n  p repa ra t ion ,  wi th  hope t h a t  i t  w i l l  be f i n i s h e d  
i n  January 1982. 

Le t  me o u t l i n e  c l e a r l y  my purposes i n  under- 
taking t h i s  r e sea rch  p r o j e c t ,  f o r  t h e s e  purposes were 
r e a l l y  four :  

F i r s t ,  a s  mentioned above, I wanted t o  produce 
some appropr i a t e  reading  m a t e r i a l s  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  t h e  
l e a r n i n g  of English by Hmong and o t h e r  Indochinese 
re fugees ,  on whatever l e v e l  they might be reading;  

Second, I wanted t o  demonstrate r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  
Hmong e l d e r s  who know t h e  o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e  and how t o  
t e l l  t h e  s t o r i e s ,  and who of t e n  have a l l  too  l i t t l e  
p l ace  i n  t h e  new l i f e  i n  t h i s  new land;  

Third,  I wanted t o  provide  a resource  f o r  cul-  
t u r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  t h e  Hmong t o  Americans who 



e i t h e r  j u s t  do n o t  know t h e  Hmong, o r  who a r e  h o s t i l e  
t o  t h e i r  presence he re ,  t o  he lp  them know and appre- 
c i a t e  t h e  wisdom and va lues  of t hese  new re s iden t s .  

These t h r e e  purposes r e l a t e ,  o f  course,  t o  t he  
urgent  need t o  has t en  t h e  Hmong's adjustment t o  l i v -  
i n g  i n  t he  United S t a t e s  and t o  ea se  some of t h e i r  
pe r sona l  and s o c i a l  trauma dur ing  t h i s  t r a n s i t i o n .  

And t h e r e  w a s  a  f o u r t h  purpose: I xanted  t o  
h e l p  p re se rve  an endangered spec i e s ,  t he  a r t  and lan- 
guage of some of t h e  unwri t ten  z a j  dab neeg Hmoob, 
b e f o r e  they should p e r i s h  and be  l o s t  fo reve r  t o  
s c h o l a r s ,  and t o  t h e  whole human family. 

PROBLEMS AND QUESTIONS 

Next, I w i l l  mention some of t h e  problems en- 
countered wh i l e  doing t h i s  p r o j e c t .  One problem has 
been i n  t h e  t r a n s l a t i o n .  T rans l a t ion  i s  always 
f r a u g h t  w i th  p i t f a l l s .  Two words do no t  mean exact- 
l y  t he  same th ing  i n  two languages and c u l t u r e s ,  es- 
p e c i a l l y  when these  a r e  as d i f f e r e n t  a s  Hmong and 
American. I found t h a t  I had t o  search  very  care- 
f u l l y  f o r  t h e  n e a r e s t  American English words t o  
express  f a i t h f u l l y  t he  meaning of t h e  Hmong words 
used. This  has  c a l l e d  f o r  c o u n t l e s s  hours ,  running 
i n t o  months, of d e l i c a t e  ques t ion ing  of i n t e r p r e t e r s .  
When k ings  a r e  mentioned i n  t h e s t o r i e s ,  does t h i s  
mean "ruler"? o r  " r i ch  man"? (Jean Mottin w r i t e s  
t h a t  t h e  many occurrences of  k ings  i n  Hmong f o l k  
t a l e s  proves t h e  a n c i e n t  Chinese o r i g i n  of t h e  s t o r -  
i e s ,  s i n c e  the  Hmong have never  had kings.)  But I 
wanted t o  ques t ion  my informants  t o  l e a r n  what 
q u a l i t i e s  would be a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t hese  k ings ,  i n  the  
mind of t h e  t e l l e r s  and of t h e  l i s t e n e r s .  

You can imagine s i m i l a r  ques t ions  which would 
a r i s e  concerning words t r a n s l a t e d  as "servants"  o r  
11 s laves" ,  "God", "heaven" o r  "sky", " s p i r i t s " ,  
11 demons", "devil",  o r  "witches". O r  even wi th  much 
more conc re t e  and mundane th ings  such a s  "corn cr ib" ,  
"s torage  she l f " ,  " a t t i c " ,  "stove", "basket", "knife",  
I I I I broom and d u s t  pan", "basin", "pots", r a t " ,  "fox", 



o r  terms l i k e  "a p r o p i t i o u s  s lope",  (which tu rned  
o u t  t o  be a  s e t t i n g  a p p r o p r i a t e  f o r  b u i l d i n g  a  house 
o r  f o r  b u r i a l  o f  t h e  dead),  o r  "moon-eggs" -- was i t  
b o i l e d  eggs,  f r i e d  eggs,  raw eggs,  egg whi te?  O r  
was i t  r a t h e r  mucus, o r  some o t h e r  s t i c k y  body f l u i d ?  

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e s e  many ques t i ons  of t r a n s l a -  
t i o n ,  o t h e r  ques t i ons  kep t  r e c u r r i n g  t o  m e :  whether 
t h e  c u l t u r a l  e lements  in t roduced  by t h e  s to r i e s - -  
e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  s o c i a l  and s p i r i t u a l  e lements  I w i l l  
d e a l  wi th  below--described very  c l o s e l y  t h e  c u l t u r e  
of p r e sen t  day Hmong i n  Laos o r  h e r e  i n  t h e  United 
S t a t e s .  And t h e  quescion o f  which s t o r i e s  could be 
b e n e f i c i a l l y  in t roduced  t o  t h e  b roade r  p u b l i c  of 
Americans, e s p e c i a l l y  t hose  who have n o t  t r a v e l l e d  
widely,  no r  r e l a t e d  t o  o t h e r  c u l t u r e s  w i th  much 
sympathy o r  understanding,  o r  who have n o t  read  
c l o s e l y ,  w i th  a  s e n s i t i v e  and open mind, such l i t-  
e r a r y  expressiorls of  o u r  own p a s t  c u l t u r e  a s  t h e  
Odyssey, o r  Chaucer, o r  t h e  Old T e s t a ~ e n t .  

I was aware t h a t  some Americans are judgemental 
and susp i c ious  toward people  wi.th d i f f e r e n t  customs 
and va lues ,  and t h a t  ugly,  f a l s e  rumors a r e  be ing  
c i r c u l a t e d ,  a l l e g i n g  f o r  example, t h a t  t h e s e  r e fugees  
a r e  "rich",  t h a t  they s e l l  t h e i r  daughters  and buy 
z h e i r  wives,  o r  kidnap them, t h a t  they p r a c t i c e  
i l l e g a l  polygamy, t h a t  t hey  are k i l l i n g  and e a t i n g  
dogs, o r  t h a t  we have taken  i n  a  mass of  people  who 
want t o  l i v e  on handouts i n s t e a d  of  working. You rnay 
a l s o  have heard t h e s e  f a l s e  rumors, o r  o t h e r s ,  t o l d  
by groups t h a t  f e e l  i n s e c u r e  and th rea t ened ,  and by 
t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  who a r e  i n  s choo l s  w i th  your  c h i l d r e n  
and mine. 

I wanted t o  u s e  f o l k  t a l e s  t o  h e l p  t h e s e  people  
understand t h e  Hmong and l i k e  them--or a t  l e a s t  
accept  them. Then when I found i n  t h e  f o l k  tales 
s t o r i e s  l i k e  t h a t  of one man who had a  monkey-wife, 
and who, when h i s  b r o t h e r  s h o t  h e r  a c c i d e n t a l l y  and 
s t u p i d l y ,  provoked a  w a r  t h a t  k i l l e d  a l l  t h e  monkeys, 
then f e a s t e d  f o r  weeks on h i s  b i g  supply of monkey 
meat, I r e a l i z e d  t h a t  I had t o  be t a c t f u l  and pru- 
dent  i n  handl ing  t h i s  m a t e r i a l ,  i n  t r a n s l a t i n g  and 
exp la in ing  i t .  



When, i n  one s t o r y ,  a  man and woman uni ted  i n  
a n  inces tuous  marr iage g ive  b i r t h  t o  a  deformed c h i l d  
and a r e  advised  by a  wise  s e e r  t o  c u t  t h e  l i t t l e  mon- 
s t e r  i n t o  g i b l e t s ,  and they do t h i s ,  we r e a l i z e  t h a t  
some m a t e r i a l  i n  f o l k  t a l e s  and legends i s  s e n s i t i v e ,  
even p o t e n t i a l l y  v o l a t i l e ,  and t h a t  i f  we expect  t o  
u se  i t  f o r  c u l t u r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  t h i s  c a l l s  f o r  
j ud ic ious  s e l e c t i o n  and p re sen ta t ion .  

Thus, I have suggested a  precaut ion  i n  t h e  in- 
t roduc t ion  t o  t h e  t a l e s  I have co l l ec t ed ,  a  caveat .  
This  is a  warning t o  t h e  r eade r  t o  beware of jumping 
t o  an unwarranted conclus ion  by making t h e  unconscious 
assumption t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  one t o  one correspondence 
between every th ing  i n  t h e  f o l k  l i t e r a t u r e  and t h e  
f a c t s  of a c t u a l  Hmong people,  b e l i e f s ,  behaviors  and 
va lues .  American r eade r s  must keep i n  mind t h e  
wi tches ,  e l v e s ,  f a i r y  godmothers, magic and mi rac l e s ,  
t a l k i n g  animals ,  as w e l l  a s  t h e  less- than-respectable  
conduct of some of t h e  Hebrew, Greek, Roman, Norse, 
Germanic and C e l t i c  heroes ,  gods and demi-gods who 
a r e  p a r t  o f  o u r  own h e r i t a g e .  

With t h e s e  cau t ions  i n  mind--concerning t rans-  
l a t i o n s  and i n t e r - c u l t u r a l  i n t e rp re t a t ion - - I  have 
pursued c l o s e  t r a n s l a t i o n  of t h e  s i z e a b l e  body of 
s t o r y  t e x t s  we have c o l l e c t e d  and w r i t t e n  i n  Hmong. 
The very  though t fu l  and s c h o l a r l y  Hmong informants  
working wi th  me have endured r e l e n t l e s s  ques t ion ing  
i n  o u r  a t t empt s  a t  accuracy and r e s p e c t f u l  i n t e rp re -  
t a t i o n .  And I am s t i l l  persuaded t h a t  t h e  Hmong o ra l  
f o l k  l i t e r a t u r e  con ta ins  a  weal th  of va luab le  i n fo r -  
mation, sugges t ions ,  and ques t ion-s t imula tors ,  con- 
cern ing  Hmong people,  t h e i r  l i f e ,  behaviors ,  b e l i e f s ,  
and values.  

CULTURAL ELEMENTS I N  HMONG FOLK LITERATURE 

What then,  a r e  some examples of pre l iminary  
f i n d i n g s  from t h e s e  f o l k  t a l e s  which can he lp  Amer- 
i c a n s  understand t h e  Hmong i n  o u r  midst?  For b r e v i t y  
we might group them under t h r e e  headings: m a t e r i a l  
c u l t u r e ,  t h e  s p i r i t  world, and s o c i a l  c u l t u r e .  (This 
is  n o t  t o  say t h a t  t h e s e  r ep re sen t  a  Hmong way of 



conceptua l iz ing  r e a l i t y ,  f o r  t o  t h e  Hmong, what we 
c a l l  t h e  m a t e r i a l ,  t h e  s p i r i t u a l ,  and t h e  human o r  
s o c i a l ,  a r e  a l l  un i t ed  and i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  one co- 
he ren t  whole. This  i s  r a t h e r  my way of ana lyz ing  
and ca tegor iz ing . )  

A s  f o r  a l l u s i o n s  t o  m a t e r i a l  c u l t u r e ,  t he  myths, 
legends and f o l k  t a l e s  abound i n  r e f e rences  t o  ob- 
j e c t s  t h a t  f i l l e d  t h e  world f a m i l i a r  t o  Hmong people 
i n  t h e i r  former l i f e :  t h e i r  food, t h e i r  houses,  
t h e i r  t o o l s ,  t h e  qee j .  I n  t h e  s t o r i e s ,  Hmong farmers  
c l e a r  land  of t r e e s ,  v ines  and weeds f o r  p l a n t i n g  
corn and r i c e .  (But we f i n d  no r e fe rence  t o  t h e  
p r a c t i c e  of burning t o  prepare  new farm land.)  t h e  
r i c e  and corn (of many v a r i e t i e s ) ,  a l s o  onions and 
g a r l i c ,  a r e  s t o r e d  i n  baske t s  on t h e  a t t i c  p la t form,  
o r  hung t o  dry nea r  t h e  f i r e .  The foot-powered 
rice-pounding m i l l  appears  i n  s e v e r a l  s t o r i e s ,  a s  do 
winnowing baske t s ,  corn-grinding m i l l  s t o n e s ,  b a s i n s  
and cooking po t s .  Many s t o r i e s  mention cooking of 
food--rice and chicken, pork o r  bee f ,  o r  b u f f a l o  
meat--often f o r  f e a s t s  on s p e c i a l  occas ions .  We 
hear  o r  read of t h e  kind of ear thenware s t o v e  b u i l t  
by the  Hmong of Laos i n  t h e i r  r u r a l  v i l l a g e  
homes of axe-hewn boards and uhatched roofs .  We 
read of sp inning  and of weaving hemp c l o t h ,  and of 
t h e  wooden v a t  used f o r  dying i t .  We read of  wea- 
pons the  Hmong used f o r  hunt ing,  of t h e  crossbow 
and of r i f l e s .  The s a b e r  occurs  o f t e n ,  a s  an  ever- 
present  t o o l  f o r  Hmong men. Baskets ,  back-packs, 
brooms, woven mats, f i s h  t r a p s ,  shoes ,  c l o t h i n g ,  
i r o n ,  copper and s i l v e r ,  a l l  t a k e  t h e i r  p l a c e  i n  t h e  
s e t t i n g s  of t h e  f o l k  t a l e s .  Seeing t h e s e  scenes  
concre te ly  depic ted  may h e l p  Americans who a r e  en- 
counter ing Hmong people h e r e  t o  env i s ion  t h e  l i f e  
of t h e  Hmong i n  Laos be fo re  coming t o  America, and 
t o  understand some of t he  problems they exper ience  
i n  adapt ing  t o  l i f e  and work i n  ou r  complex tech- 
n i c a l  c u l t u r e .  

Turning a l l  too b r i e f l y  t o  i n d i c a t i o n s  of t h e  
s p i r i t u a l  world i n  which t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong of  
Laos l i v e d  and moved, we f i n d  i n  t h e  s t o r i e s  a nu- 
merous populat ion of s p i r i t u a l  be ings ,  some bene- 



v o l e n t ,  o t h e r s  c r u e l  and e v i l  who a t e  people o r  
caused i l l n e s s  o r  death. I n  t h e  legends and myths, 
t h e  sky and t h e  s p i r i t  world were c l o s e  t o  t h e  world 
of t he  people and there was much movement back and forth. 
Beings could change from one realm t o  t h e  o t h e r ,  par- 
t ak ing  sometimes of t h e  n a t u r e  of  spir i ts--what  we 
would c a l l  s u p e r n a t u r a l  beings--while becoming a t  
o t h e r  t imes mor t a l  men, l i v i n g  i n  t h i s  world. 

Reincarna t ion  is  an  o rd ina ry  and n a t u r a l  occur- 
rence;  t h e  same c h a r a c t e r  is  reborn a f t e r  death,  
sometimes s e v e r a l  t imes. Metamorphoses a l s o  occur 
i n  t h e  s t o r i e s .  There is a r e c u r r e n t  tendency f o r  
people t o  t ake  t h e  form of animals: a toadmarries  a  
g i r l  and sometimes appears  a s  a  handsome young man; 
a wasp appears  a t  i n t e r v a l s  as a human person; a  
dragon's daughter  becomes t h e  w i f e  of a  man. It 
happens f r equen t ly  t h a t  t i g e r s  change t o  men o r  men 
t o  t i g e r s .  

A l l  t h e  Hmong f o l k  t a l e s  I have recorded, wi th  
only  two o r  t h r e e  except ions ,  con ta in  ( a s  do most 
f o l k  l i t e r a t u r e s )  even t s  which we would c a l l  super- 
n a t u r a l ,  o r  magic. One boy can s t o p  t h e  sun by hold- 
i n g  up h i s  hand; h i s  c r u e l  t eache r  c u t s  h i s  head o f f  
b u t  p u t s  i t  back and r e s t o r e s  him t o  l i f e  t h r e e  times. 
Objec ts  appear--houses, food, s e rvan t s ,  gold--as i f  
by enchantment. One hero can t r a v e l  s w i f t l y  from 
one end of t h e  world t o  t h e  o t h e r ,  and even t o  t h e  
s p i r i t  world, by paddl ing wi th  a  magic oar .  Dragons 
appear  i n  many s t o r i e s ,  gene ra l ly  a s  c r u e l  enemies; 
and people appear  i n s i d e  t h e  dragons, carv ing  and 
e a t i n g  t h e i r  v i t a l  organs. S p i r i t s  o r  people moving 
through t h e  sky cause r a i n  and wind, thunder and 
l i g h t n i n g .  

One important  c h a r a c t e r  i n  Hmong f o l k  t a l e s  de- 
s e r v e s  s p e c i a l  mention. This  i s  Shao ( i n  Hmong: 
Saub). Shao is n o t  God, b u t  has  some of t he  a t t r i -  
b u t e s  o t h e r  c u l t u r e s  a s c r i b e  t o  a supreme being. He 
i s  n o t  t h e  c r e a t o r  and l o r d  of t he  world, b u t  is  
g e n e r a l l y  presented  as a wise  man, a s e e r  who knows 
every th ing .  Shao never i n t e rvenes  i n  human events ,  
b u t  is  o f t e n  consul ted  f o r  advice  i n  t ime of t rouble ,  
f o r  he can always t e l l  people what t o  do t o  so lve  
t h e i r  problems. 



We know t h a t  i n  r e a l  l i f e ,  a  cons iderably  num- 
be r  of Hmong a r e  now converted C h r i s t i a n s ,  and t h a t  
through exposure t o  Western educa t ion ,  many a r e  ac- 
q u i r i n g  empi r i ca l  s c i e n t i f i c  concept ions of cause  
and e f f e c t .  But i n  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  realm, wh i l e  care-  
f u l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  can be done through in t e rv i ews  and 
observa t ion ,  and would be necessary  f o r  an  adequate  
understanding of b e l i e f s  t h a t  shape t h e  Hmong world 
view, we can a t  l e a s t  say t h a t  Hmong myths, l egends  
and f o l k  t a l e s  a r e  one r i c h  source  f o r  knowing and 
understanding some of t he  t r a d i t i o n a l  b e l i e f s  t h a t  
a r e  i n  t h e  background of  modem Hmong a s  we know 
them. 

The t h i r d  category of c u l t u r a l  i n a i c a t o r s  men- 
t ioned  above i s  t h e  s o c i a l  realm. The t a l e s  a r e  
peopled wi th  f a m i l i e s ,  where we g e n e r a l l y  s e e  t h e  
f a t h e r ' s  wisdom and a u t h o r i t y  respec ted  and obeyed 
(but  sometimes n o t ) ,  f a m i l i e s  which a r e  of supreme 
importance i n  g iv ing  mutual suppor t  and p r o t e c t i o n .  
( I n  one s t o r y ,  d i s a s t e r  b e f a l l s  a  family when a  t i g e r  
e a t s  t h e  f a t h e r ,  t h e  mother and a l l  t h e  ch i ld ren .  
This h o r r i b l e  f a t e  is  expla ined  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  
faiaily had moved o u t  of t h e  v i l l a g e  and was l i v i n g  
a p a r t  from a l l  t h e  husband's r e l a t i v e s ,  where they 
should have l i v e d ,  accord ing  t o  normal Hmong cus- 
tom. The s o l e  su rv ivo r ,  t h e  woman's young$r s i s t e r ,  
is rescued only when she  sends f o r  h e l p  from h e r  
own pa ren t s  and b ro the r s . )  

The orphan boy is  a f r equen t ly  r e c u r r i n g  char- 
a c t e r  i n  many of t h e  Hmong s t o r i e s  I have c o l l e c t e d .  
(Often t h e  t e l l e r  s ays  t h a t  t h e  orphan 's  p a r e n t s  have 
d ied  from e a t i n g  s p o i l t  food.) But i n  r e a l  l i f e ,  as 
I understand the  case ,  orphans do n o t  l i v e  a lone  a s  
i n  t he  s t o r i e s ,  e a t i n g  a n t s  and wearing r ags ;  i n  
a c t u a l  p r a c t i c e ,  Hmong c h i l d r e n  who have l o s t  t h e i r  
pa ren t s  a r e  adopted by t h e i r  f a t h e r ' s  b r o t h e r  o r  
f a t h e r .  When we understand the  importance of  
the  family suppor t  group (both  i n  s t o r i e s  and i n  
r e a l  l i f e ) ,  we s e e  tnac  an orphan, l e f t  wi thout  any 
r e l a t i v e s  a t  a l l ,  would indeed be a  d e s t i t u t e  and 
hopeless  person. 



General ly ,  i n  t h e  s t o r i e s ,  t h e  major ques t ion  
a r i s i n g  ou t  of t h e  orphan boy's poverty is  how he i s  
going t o  g e t  a wife .  And i n  s e v e r a l  t a l e s ,  daughters  
a r e  s e n t  o u t  t o  s ea rch  f o r  husbands. Thus, we s e e  
t h a t  marr iage arrangement i s  an  important  preoccupa- 
t i o n  of t h e  people i n  t he  s t o r i e s  a s  i n  a c t u a l  Hmong 
c u l t u r e .  And y e t ,  i n  t h e  s t o r i e s  I have c o l l e c t e d ,  
t h e r e  is only  one d e s c r i p t i o n  ( r e a l l y  only a  sugges- 
t i o n ,  and a  humorous parody, a t  t h a t )  o f  t h e  elabor-  
a t e  r i t u a l i z e d  marr iage n e g o t i a t i o n s  which Fa ther  
Yves B e r t r a i s  has  descr ibed  and preserved i n  French. 
( I n  t h e  f o l k  t a l e  parody, t h e  family of t h e  g i r l  
t h r ea t ened  by a t i g e r  c a r r i e s  on n e g o t i a t i o n s  lead- 
i n g  t h e  t i g e r  t o  b e l i e v e  he  i s  going t o  g e t  t h e  g i r l  
a s  h i s  b r i d e ,  b u t  r e a l l y  t o  t r i c k  him i n t o  a  t r a p ,  
and h i s  death.)  

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  orphan, another  r ecu r ren t  
c h a r a c t e r  i n  t h e  s t o r i e s  is  t h e  youngest daughter  
of t h e  family,  u sua l ly  named Ntxawm (pronounced 
I1 Ndzeu" b u t  t r a n s l i t e r a t e d  i n  French and English a s  
"Yer"). She i s  gene ra l ly  dep ic t ed  a s  more i n t e l l i -  
gent ,  more i n d u s t r i o u s ,  and above a l l ,  more obedient  
and l o y a l  t o  h e r  pa ren t s ,  than h e r  o l d e r  s i s t e r s .  
(This  may be  s u r p r i s i n g  when we know t h a t  i n  r e a l  
Hmong l i f e ,  age c a r r i e s  w i t h  i t  r e spec t  and author-  
i t y . )  I n  t h e  s t o r i e s ,  t h e  younger s i s t e r  sometimes 
goes t o  l i v e  wi th  h e r  o l d e r  s i s t e r  and h e r  brother-  
in-law t o  h e l p  wi th  ch i ld-care  and housework. ( In  
Laos, i t  w a s  sometimes t h e  c a s e  t h a t  she  would be- 
come a second wife ,  i f  t h e  family l i k e d  t h e  son-in- 
l a w  very  much. ) 

I n  t h e  f o l k  t a l e s ,  i t  i s  important  f o r  a  man 
t o  have a  good wife ,  one who i s  no t  only a  hard 
worker b u t  a l s o  i n t e l l i g e n t  and c l eve r .  I n  more 
than  one s t o r y ,  i t  is t h e  wi fe  who, through h e r  
i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  sometimes through ruse ,  and o f t e n  
w i t h  he lp  from miraculous powers, b r ings  success  
and p r o s p e r i t y  t o  h e r  husband. This concept of an 
a s t u t e  woman may r ep resen t  an i d e a l  i n  t h e  Hmong 
mind, and would bea r  comparison wi th  a c t u a l  a t t i -  
tudes  i n  r e a l  l i f e .  



Buried t r e a s u r e  f r e q u e n t l y  occurs  i n  t h e  f o l k  
t a l e s .  We a r e  t o i d  t h a t ,  i n  r e a l i t y ,  Hmong heads 
of family would indeed o f t e n  bury t h e i r  s i l v e r ,  and 
sometimes d i e  t ak ing  wi th  them t h e  s e c r e t  of i t s  
h id ing  p lace .  So f i n d i n g  a pot  o f  s i l v e r  i n  a f i e l d ,  
near  a rock o r  t r e e ,  o r  even i n  t h e  f l o o r  of t h e  
house, would not  be pure f an t a sy .  

When we a s k  what va lues  a r e  he ld  up i n  Hmong 
f o l k  t a l e s  a s  worthy of e f f o ' r t  and a t ta inment ,  we 
f i n d  indus t r iousness ,  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  modesty, f i l i a l  
devotion and r e spec t ,  and t h e  hope of  a t t a i n i n g  
p rospe r i ty  and l e i s u r e .  

The hard-working person i s  por t rayed  a s  a model 
t o  emulate. The Hmong farmer who was l a z y  and d i d  
no t  work t o  b u i l d  s t o r a g e  b i n s  f o r  h i s  c rops  w a s  
punished. A f a t  and l a z y  son-in-law (and h i s  w i fe ,  
who was haughty and va in)  brought on ly  p a l t r y  g i f t s  
of m i l l e t  and measly b i r d s  t o  t h e  w i f e ' s  p a r e n t s ,  
and s u f f e r e d  t h e  f a t h e r ' s  r e j e c t i o n ,  wh i l e  t h e  de- 
voted younger s i s t e r  and h e r  hard-working orphan 
boy husband brought q u a n t i t i e s  o f  good s t i c k y  r i c e  
and a l a r g e  roas t ed  p ig ,  and rece ived  t h e  f a t h e r ' s  
g i f t s  and b l e s s ing .  

An important  c u l t u r a l  and moral va lue  i l l u s -  
t r a t e d  i n  Hmong f o l k  t a l e s  i s  t h a t  one must look be- 
nea th  t h e  s u r f a c e  t o  f i n d  t r u e  worth, f o r  outward 
appearances a r e  o f t e n  decept ive.  One example is  t h e  
of t-occurr ing youngest daughter ,  as mentioned above; 
though l e s s  b e a u t i f u l  and l e s s  p r e s t i g i o u s ,  she  is  
gene ra l ly  t h e  most worthy. A c l e a r  example of t h i s  
is  seen  i n  the  s t o r y  of  Niam Nkauj Zuag Paj.  I n  one 
vers ion  t h e  orphan boy i s  t o l d  t o  choose a s  h i s  w i f e  
t he  youngest of t h r e e  s i s t e r s  who w i l l  come by r id -  
i n g  on f i l t h y  dung-encrusted horses .  I n  ano the r  
vers ion ,  t h e  a s p i r i n g  orphan i s  t o l d  t o  a sk  h i s  
dragon-host f o r  h i s  mangy sick-looking c a t .  I n  both 
cases ,  the  p r i z e  is  Niam Nkauj Zuag P a j ,  a woman en- 
dowed wi th  a l l  t he  v i r t u e s  any man could hope f o r  i n  
a wife.  



A t h i r d  example of  t r u e  va lue  be ing  found be- 
nea th  a decep t ive ly  shabby s u r f a c e  appearance i s  
found i n  t h e  s t o r y  of Yob Nraug Ntsuag (Yao t h e  
Orphan), wherein Ntxawm te l l s  h e r  husband, on t h e  
occas ion  of t h e i r  f i r s t  v i s i t  home, when t h e i r  baby 
is  a b l e  t o  s i t  a lone ,  t h a t  h e r  f a t h e r  w i l l  a sk  them 
what g i f t s  they want, t h a t  h e  should no t  a s k  f o r  
s i l v e r  o r  gold,  n e i t h e r  f o r  ho r se s  and oxen, nor  
f o r  food l i k e  r i c e  and chicken,  f o r  a l l  t h e s e  t h ings  
r e p r e s e n t  sorrow and mourning. He should a s k  r a t h e r  
f o r  t h r e e  o l d  worthless- looking objects--a round 
p i e c e  of  i r o n ,  a dry  gourd, and a  s c r a p  of b u f f a l o  
h ide .  Yao does a s  h e  was t o l d ,  bu t  does n o t  under- 
s t a n d ,  and on t h e  t r i p  back home, grows very  annoy- 
ed  w i th  t h i s  cumbersome and appa ren t ly  u s e l e s s  junk, 
and even throws i t  a l l  away. But Ntxawm is  wise and 
knows t h a t  t h e s e  a r e  marvelous o b j e c t s ,  and they 
e v e n t u a l l y  b r i n g  t h e  young couple  food, a  new house, 
s e r v a n t s ,  r i c e  f i e ld s - - i n  s h o r t  a  l i f e  of p l en ty  and 
ea se .  

A survey  of  t h e  Hmong t a l e s  I have recorded 
shows t h a t  t h i s  happy ending o f t e n  comes t o  t h e  
s t o r y  c h a r a c t e r s  a s  a  reward f o r  t h e i r  hard work and 
p a t i e n c e ,  t h e i r  v i r t u e  and i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  t h e i r  w i s -  
dom i n  u s ing  s p i r i t u a l  power, and t h e i r  r ecogn i t i on  
o f  t r u e  va lue  beneath outward appearances.  

CONCLUSION 

I n  summary, Hmong o r a l  f o l k  l i t e r a t u r e ,  i f  i t  
i s  i n t e r p r e t e d  c a u t i o u s l y ,  always i n  comparison wi th  
s e r i o u s  and c a r e f u l  e thnographies  and i n  consul ta-  
t i o n  w i t h  c u l t u r a l l y  s e n s i t i v e  Hmong informants ,  can 
be  a va luab le  r e sou rce  f o r  c u l t u r a l  understanding 
and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  

This  comparison of  c u l t u r a l  e lements  i n  Hmong 
myths, l egends ,  and f o l k  t a l e s  w i th  a c t u a l  contem- 
porary  Hmong c u l t u r e  is modest and t e n t a t i v e .  It is  
a n  e f f o r t  t o  know more about  t h e  Hmong who have come 
t o  ou r  count ry  and t o  r e l a t e  t o  them more appropri-  
a t e l y .  But s i n c e  o r a l  f o l k  l i t e r a t u r e  expresses  t he  
c o l l e c t i v e  unconscious of  a  people ,  and s i n c e  t h i s  



c o l l e c t i v e  unconscious i s  un ive r sa l ,  t h e  Hmong, i n  
adding t h e i r  abundant l i t e r a r y  t r e a s u r e  t o  ou r  own 
h e r i t a g e ,  can h e l p  us know more about ou r se lves ,  
and how t o  l i v e  wi th  a l l  peoples .  
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HMONG MIGRATION AND LEADERSHIP 

I N  LAOS AND I N  THE UNITED STATES 

Cheu Thao 

The purpose of t h i s  paper  i s  t o  c o n t r a s t  Hmong 
secondary migra t ion  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  w i th  migra- 
t i o n  o r  moving p a t t e r n s  i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong s o c i e t y ;  
I w i l l  show t h a t  secondary migra t ion  i s  almost i d e n t i -  
c a l  t o  t h e  move of a  group of f a m i l i e s  from one v i l l a g e  
to  another  i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  s o c i e t y .  I w i l l  a l s o  d i s -  
cuss  i n  d e t a i l  t h e  func t ion  of  moving as a  consol ida-  
t i o n  of c l a n  power; I w i l l  show how v i l l a g e  and c l a n  
l eade r s  i nc rease  t h e i r  working power through t h e  moves 
of t h e i r  fo l lowers ,  and g ive  examples of such moves i n  
Laos and i n  t h e  United S t a t e s .  

The informat ion  I w i l l  p r e s e n t  comes p a r t l y  from 
the  l i t e r a t u r e  on Hmong s o c i e t y ;  t h e r e  a r e  many des- 
c r i p t i o n s  of t r a d i t i o n a l  mig ra t ion  of a  v i l l a g e  t o  a  
new s i t e .  My information on moving t o  an  already-  
occupied s i t e  comes from my own r e c o l l e c t i o n s ,  which 
I checked wi th  o l d e r  Hmongs. The informat ion  on 
moving p a t t e r n s  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  comes from my 
own experiences a s  a  c l an  l e a d e r ,  and a l s o  from my ex- 
t ens ive  con tac t s  wi th  Hmongs throughout t h e  United 
S t a t e s  v i a  t h e  WATS l i n e  i n  my o f f i c e ,  which i s  my 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  answer whenever Hmongs c a l l .  

The paper is  i n  t h r e e  main s e c t i o n s :  

1. t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong migra t ion  p a t t e r n s  

2. secondary migra t ion  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  

3. l e ade r sh ip  and moving 

TRADITIONAL MOVING PATTERNS 

Overview 

A s  nomadic peoples  have done s i n c e  t h e  N e o l i t h i c  
age, Hmong have always moved from s i t e  t o  s i t e  i n  hope 
and expec ta t ion  of improving t h e i r  l i v i n g  cond i t i ons .  



T r a d i t i o n a l  moves were of two gene ra l  types: e i t h e r  a  
move t o  an e n t i r e l y  new s i t e ,  which usua l ly  involved 
t h e  move of an  e n t i r e  v i l l a g e ;  o r  a  move t o  an  already-  
occupied s i t e ,  which u s u a l l y  involved the  move of one 
o r  more f a m i l i e s  from one v i l l a g e  t o  another .  These 
two types  of moves d i f f e r e d  i n  important  r e spec t s ,  so  
I s h a l l  d i scuss  them sepa ra t e ly .  

Moving t o  a  New S i t e  

Reasons f o r  Moving. Many w r i t e r s  have shown how 
Hmongsmoved when t h e  s o i l  of t h e i r  l and  became i n f e r -  
t i l e  (Yang Dao 1975: 59-60 and Geddes 1976: 33-34, f o r  
example). Th i s  w a s  t h e  f i r s t  of two reasons  f o r  t h e  
people of a v i l l a g e  t o  l ook  f o r  a new site. 

The second reason f o r  looking f o r  a  new s i t e  was 
t o  g e t  away from d i sease .  Although Hmong v i l l a g e s  were 
always l o c a t e d  on t h e  h e i g h t s  t o  avoid d i sease ,  Hmongs 
d i d  no t  understand t h e  causes  of d i sease .  We d id  no t  
know t h a t  mosquitoes c a r r y  d i sease ,  so  we d i d  not  s l e e p  
under mosquito n e t s .  We d i d  n o t  understand t h e  r e l a -  
t i o n s h i p  between d i r t  and d i sease ,  and s o  we a t e  with 
d i r t y  hands, and d i d  n o t  b o i l  t h e  water  we drank. We 
had h e r b a l  medicines t o  t r e a t  t h e  body, and shamans t o  
h e l p  w i t h  t h e  psychologica l  a s p e c t s  of  s i ckness ,  bu t  
we of  cou r se  d i d  n o t  have doc tors .  

We thought d i s e a s e  was caused by e v i l  s p i r i t s .  
I f  a  communicable d i s e a s e  l i k e  ma la r i a  caused many 
dea ths  i n  a  v i l l a g e ,  t h e  people i n  t he  v i l l a g e  began 
t o  t h i n k  of moving t o  g e t  away from t h e  mal ic ious  
s p i r i t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  phim nyuj  vaim o r  ' f o r e s t  
s p i r t s , '  t h a t  were i n h a b i t i n g  t h e  v i l l a g e  and causing 
t h e  dea ths .  

Reasons f o r  Choosing a P a r t i c u l a r  New S i t e .  The 
choice  of a  new s i t e  f o r  a  v i l l a g e  depended on f o u r  
major cons ide ra t ions :  t h e  q u a l i t y  of t h e  s o i l ,  t h e  
absence of d i sease ,  t h e  " luckiness"  of t h e  l o c a t i o n ,  
and the  c loseness  of t h e  new s i t e  t o  t h e  o ld  s i t e .  
Hmongswere p r i m a r i l y  farmers ,  o f  course,  and were con- 
s t a n t l y  dreaming about  f i n d i n g  r i c h  land. A r e l a t i v e ,  
f r i e n d ,  o r  even s t r a n g e r  who passed through a  v i l l a g e  



was always asked about h i s  land:  "Xyoo no, ko j  qoob 
loo  puas zoo?" "Were your crops good t h i s  year?" 

A second ques t ion  t h e  r e l a t i v e ,  f r i e n d  o r  s t r a n g e r  
was asked had t o  do wi th  h e a l t h :  "Sawv daws puas muaj 
mob muaj nkees dab t s i ? "  "Is anyone s ick?"  The second 
major cons ide ra t ion  i n  choosing a  new s i t e  w a s  whether 
i t  was f r e e  of d i sease ,  and t h e r e f o r e  f r e e  of t h e  e v i l  
s p i r i t s  t h a t  caused d i sease .  

A t h i r d  cons ide ra t ion  was whether t h e  s i t e  w a s  a  
"lucky" s i t e .  A "lucky" s i t e ,  which w a s  hard  t o  f i n d ,  
brought good f o r t u n e  t o  t h e  e n t i r e  v i l l a g e .  The people 
s tayed hea l thy  and product ive ;  t h e  animals--pigs, 
chicken, and cattle--grew wel l .  V i l l a g e s  could remain 
on a  "lucky" s i t e  f o r  a s  long a s  twenty years--much 
longer than t h e  two o r  t h r e e  yea r s  a  l e s s  f o r t u n a t e  
s i t e  could be inhabi ted .  Finding a  "lucky" s i t e  re- 
quired a  l o t  of t ime and e x p e r t i s e .  Usual ly t h e  
s p i r i t u a l  people i n  a  v i l l a g e  were t h e  only  ones who 
could f i n d  "lucky" s i t e s .  A "lucky" s i t e  f o r  a  v i l -  
l age  had t h e  same c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  as an  ausp ic ious  
b u r i a l  place: "The shoulder  of a  mountain s l o p i n g  a t  
about 30" - 60°, surrounded by o t h e r  mountains... i s  
the most d e s i r a b l e  place" (Chindars i  1976: 91).  

The l a s t  cons ide ra t ion  i n  choosing a  new s i t e  w a s  
i t s  d is tance  from t h e  o l d  s i t e :  i t  could be  up t o  two 
days walk from t h e  o l d  s i t e ,  bu t  no more. Hmongs were 
a f r a i d  of spending n i g h t s  o u t  i n  t h e  f o r e s t ,  because 
we believed t h a t  t h e  phim nyuj  vaim ' f o r e s t  s p i r i t s '  
could capture o u r  c h i l d r e n  i f  they weren ' t  i n s i d e  a  
house during t h e  n igh t .  One n i g h t  i n  t h e  f o r e s t  was 
a l l  t h a t  could be r i sked ,  and s o  a  good s i t e  w i th  r i c h  
s o i l  was r e j e c t e d  i f  i t  w a s  f u r t h e r  than  two days walk 
away--although i t  would be  remembered a s  a  p o s s i b l e  
s i t e  f o r  f u t u r e  moves. 

The Decision t o  Move. Most new s i t e s  were d i s -  
covered by t h e  men i n  a v i l l a g e  wh i l e  they were hunt- 
ing, o r  through c o n t a c t s  wi th  r e l a t i v e s ,  f r i e n d s ,  o r  
s t rangers  pass ing  through t h e  v i l l a g e .  A p o s s i b l e  new 
s i t e  would be brought t o  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  of t h e  v i l l a g e  
leader ,  who would then  convince t h e  heads of  house- 
holds t o  make an  exp lo ra to ry  t r i p  t o  t h e  s i t e  t o  s tudy  



t h e  s o i l  and loca t ion .  I f  t h e  s i t e  was s a t i s f a c t o r y  
t o  most of  t h e  heads o f  households,  t h e  v i l l a g e  lead- 
e r  would dec ide  t o  move t h e  e n t i r e  v i l l a g e  there .  

It was sometimes t h e  case  t h a t  t h e  v i l l a g e  lead- 
e r  d i d  n o t  l i k e  a new s i t e ,  bu t  some of t h e  heads of 
households did.  When t h a t  happened, t he  heads of 
households were f r e e  t o  move t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  t o  t h e  
new s i t e .  

The v i l l a g e  l e a d e r s ,  who were e l e c t e d  by t h e  
heads of  households and then  appointed by the  d i s t r i c t  
c h i e f ,  played a very  important  r o l e  i n  t h e  dec i s ion  t o  
move. (I w i l l  d i s c u s s  t h i s  i n  more d e t a i l  i n  a l a t e r  
s ec t ion . )  

Mechanics of Moving. Moving t o  a new s i t e  could 
only  occur  immediately a f t e r  t h e  New Year c e l e b r a t i o n ,  
i . e . , a t  t h e  time when the  weather  permit ted the  c l ea r -  
i n g  of new f i e l d s ,  around December o r  January. 

A f t e r  t he  New Year c e l e b r a t i o n ,  t h e  heads of 
households and a l l  t h e  men o f  working age (between 
about  14  and about  45) would go t o  t h e  new s i t e ,  
l e a v i n g  t h e  o l d  people,  women, and ch i ld ren  behind. 
The men b u i l t  new houses and made t a b l e s ,  c h a i r s ,  and 
beds. They a l s o  c l e a r e d  new f i e l d s  f o r  r i c e ,  corn, 
o r  poppies.  When t h i s  w a s  done, they re turned  t o  t h e  
o l d  s i t e  t o  move t h e  o t h e r  members of t h e i r  f ami l i e s .  

Clo th ing ,  k i t chen  equipment l i k e  pots ,  pans, and 
bowls, and va luab le  pe r sona l  belongings l i k e  s i l v e r  
b a r s  and necklaces  were packed up and taken. Anything 
e a s i l y  rep laced ,  l i k e  t h e  w a l l s  of t h e  house and fur-  
n i t u r e ,  was l e f t  behind. Horses were packed wi th  heavy 
t h i n g s  l i k e  sacks  of r i c e  and corn. Men and women, 
w i th  bab ie s  on t h e i r  backs, lead-ropes of t h e  p igs ,  
cows, b u f f a l o ,  and ho r ses  i n  t h e i r  hands, s t a r t e d  o f f  
f o r  t h e  new s i t e .  

Once t h e r e ,  adjustment  t o  t h e  new s i t e  was quick- 
l y  made, and very soon everyone was f a m i l i a r  wi th  t h e  
new environment. 



Problems Associated With Moving. Although Hmongs 
were experienced a t  moving, we sometimes f e l t  upse t  - 

and depressed about  l e a v i n g  t h e  o l d  s i t e .  We had be- 
come a t t ached  t o  t h e  r i v e r s ,  c r eeks ,  and mountains of 
t h e  o l d  s i t e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  ou r  houses.  But t h e  q u a l i t y  
of t h e  l and  and cons ide ra t ions  of h e a l t h  had p r i o r i t y ,  
and s o  we were res igned  t o  t h e  i d e a  of moving. I n  
cases  where only  p a r t  of a  v i l l a g e  moved, t h e r e  were 
much g r e a t e r  problems because people were o f t e n  sep- 
a r a t e d  from t h e i r  pa ren t s ,  b r o t h e r s  and s i s t e r s ,  and 
boy- and g i r l - f r i e n d s .  (I w i l l  t a l k  about  t h i s  i n  
more d e t a i l  i n  t h e  next  s ec t ion . )  

Moving t o  a n  Already-Occupied S i t e  

Background: Clan S t r u c t u r e  of V i l l ages .  There 
were always a t  l e a s t  two c l a n s  i n  a  v i l l a g e ,  f o r  mar- 
r i a g e  purposes. One c l a n  ( t h e  ma jo r i t y  c l a n )  would 
o f t e n  have more members than  the  o t h e r s  ( t h e  minor i ty  
c l a n s ) ,  and would consequent ly have more power i n  ev- 
eryday a f f a i r s .  

Although t h e r e  were members o f  d i f f e r e n t  c l a n s  
a v a i l a b l e  a s  marr iage p a r t n e r s  i n  a  v i l l a g e ,  i t  d i d  
no t  mean t h a t  v i l l a g e  boys were r e q u i r e d  t o  marry w i t h  
i n  t h e  v i l l a g e .  The boys, and men looking f o r  ano the r  
wi fe ,  w e r e  eager  t o  l ook  f o r  b e a u t i f u l  and i n d u s t r i o u s  
g i r l s  o u t s i d e  their v i l l a g e s .  They, and t h e  g i r l s  
t oo ,were  conv inced tha t  t heboys  a n d g i r l s  they saw every 
day were no t  a s  a t t r a c t i v e  a s  t hose  they  s a w  less o f t e n .  
I n  a d d i t i o n ,  most Hmong men p r e f e r r e d  t o  marry g i r l s  
from o u t s i d e  t h e  v i l l a g e  because i n  ca ses  of e lope-  
ment, t h e  d i s t a n c e  would prevent  t h e  g i r l ' s  
pa ren t s  from pursuing t h e  e lop ing  couple ( c f .  Geddes 
1976, ch. 4, f o r  a  more ex tens ive  d i scuss ion  of t h e  
pros and cons of marrying o u t s i d e  t h e  v i l l a g e ) .  With- 
i n  a  v i l l a g e ,  then, t h e r e  were t i e s  t o  c l a n s  i n  o t h e r  
v i l l a g e s .  These con tac t s  between v i l l a g e s  o f t e n  l e d  
t o  t h e  movement of f a m i l i e s  from one v i l l a g e  t o  
another  . 

a Reasons f o r  Moving t o  Another Vi l lage .  Aminor i ty  
c l a n  i n  a  v i l l a g e  g e n e r a l l y  looked f o r  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  
t o  be un i t ed  wi th  o t h e r  c l a n  members and t h e r e f o r e  t o  



become more powerful;  conversely,  a  minor i ty  c l a n  lead- 
e r  who wanted t o  be t h e  v i l l a g e  l e a d e r  o r  d i s t r i c t  chief  
t r i e d  t o  persuade c l a n  members from o t h e r  v i l l a g e s  t o  
move t o  h i s  v i l l a g e .  A major reason,  then,  f o r  t he  
movement of  f a m i l i e s  o r  c l a n s  from one v i l l a g e  t o  
ano the r  was t o  c o n s o l i d a t e  c l a n  power. 

A second reason f o r  movement t o  another  v i l l a g e  
was t o  be r e u n i t e d  wi th  r e l a t i v e s .  

I 1  ... k insh ip  connect ions a r e  of f i r s t  impor- 
tance .  Each household has  a  range of t i e s  
through both husbands and wives. They a r e  
l i k e  i n v i s i b l e  te lephone l i n e s  l i n k i n g  t h e  
household t o  a r e a s  nea r  and f a r ,  and along 
any one of them may come a  message of hope 
s t i m u l a t i n g  a  movement. T ie s  between males 
l i nked  p a t r i l i n e a l l y  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  be most 
o f t e n  a c t i v a t e d  because they c a r r y  t h e  ad- 
d i t i o n a l  vo l t age  of c l ansh ip ,  b u t  those  be- 
tween women a l s o  f r equen t ly  occasion move- 
ment because t h e  s t r e n g t h  of t h e  message 

I I may o f f s e t  t h e  weaker power of t h e  l i n e .  
(Geddes 1976: 233). 

Mechanics of Moving. PiIoving t o  ano the r  v i l l a g e ,  
l i k e  moving t o  a  new s i t e ,  could only happen a f t e r  t he  
New Year c e l e b r a t i o n .  The heads of t h e  households t h a t  
had decided t o  move made a  pre l iminary  v i s i t  t o  the  new 
v i l l a g e ,  t o  look f o r  land  they could c l e a r  f o r  r i c e ,  
corn and poppy f i e l d s .  A f t e r  t h a t ,  they and t h e i r  fam- 
i l y  members a l l  moved a t  once. 

The f a m i l i e s  were provided wi th  temporary housing 
and food by t h e i r  r e l a t i v e s  i n  t h e  new v i l l a g e .  Gener- 
o s i t y  was (and s t i l l  i s )  a n  important  element i n  Hmong 
c u l t u r e .  Re la t ives ,  f r i e n d s ,  o r  even s t r a n g e r s  were 
housed and f ed ,  sometimes f o r  months, and i n  a  t y p i c a l  
Hmong house t h e r e  was usua l ly  a  bed, t x a j  qhuas, re- 
se rved  f o r  gues t s .  

Problems i n  Moving t o  Another Vi l lage .  Because a  
move t o  ano the r  v i l l a g e  involved only  p a r t  of t h e  
people i n  t h e  o l d  v i l l a g e ,  t he  move o f t e n  brought about 
t h e  s e p a r a t i o n  of  c l o s e  family members and boy- and 



g i r l - f r i e n d s .  To compound t h e  unhappiness,  t h e r e  were 
of course  no ways of communicating wi th  r e l a t i v e s  and 
f r i e n d s  l e f t  behind except  t o  make v i s i t s .  It would 
o f t e n  happen t h a t  marr ied daughters  and t h e i r  p a r e n t s  
would be  sepa ra t ed  wi thout  s e e i n g  one another  f o r  
years .  

Often boys and g i r l s  ( e s p e c i a l l y  g i r l s ,  because 
they were n o t  allowed t o  t r a v e l  a lone  from one v i l l a g e  
t o  another )  became very  depressed and t r i e d  t o  commit 
su i c ide .  ( I f  a  Hmong g i r l  f a l l s  i n  l ove  wi th  someone, 
i t  i s  very  hard t o  convince h e r  t o  look f o r  someone 
e l s e ;  she  f e e l s  t h a t  h e r  loved one i s  t h e  only  one she  
could poss ib ly  be happy with.)  

Adjustment t o  t h e  New Vi l lage .  O r i e n t a t i o n  i n  
t h e  new v i l l a g e  was no problem a t  a l l .  A Hmong g e t t i n g  
l o s t  i n  a  Hmong v i l l a g e  of 25-30 houses was unheard o f ;  
a l though t h e r e  were of  course  no s t r e e t s  o r  s i g n s ,  each 
house was b u i l t  accord ing  t o  i n d i v i d u a l  p re fe rence  and 
was easy t o  i d e n t i f y .  

MOVING PATTERNS I N  THE UNITED STATES 

Overview 

While t h e  circumstances surrounding Hmong moving 
p a t t e r n s  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  a r e  r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  
from circumstances i n  Laos, Hmong secondary migra t ion  
i s  d i r e c t l y  p a r a l l e l  i n  fundamental r e s p e c t s  t o  t r a -  
d i t i o n a l  moving p a t t e r n s .  The Hmong view of moving a s  
a  response t o  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  cond i t i ons ,  o r  a s  a  means 
of improvement of s i t u a t i o n ,  i s  t h e  same i n  t h e  United 
S t a t e s  as i t  was i n  Laos. The i n f l u e n c e  of t h e  ex- 
tended family is  the  same. And the  procedure f o r  
moving is,  except  f o r  s u p e r f i c i a l  d e t a i l s ,  t h e  same a s  
the  t r a d i t i o n a l  procedure f o r  moving from one v i l l a g e  
t o  another .  

Americans cons ider  a l l  re fugee  moves from one p a r t  
of t h e  country t o  another  as t h e  same, and c a l l  them 
a l l  occurrences of secondary migrat ion.  Hmong second- 
a r y  migra t ion ,  however, is  of two d i s t i n c t l y  d i f f e r e n t  
kinds,  which I w i l l  c a l l  r e u n i f i c a t i o n  migra t ion  and 



bet te rment  migra t ion ,  and which I w i l l  d i s cuss  separa- 
t e l y .  

Reun i f i ca t ion  Migrat ion 

Keun i f i ca t ion  migra t ion ,  o r  moving t o  j o i n  family, 
is  no t  r e a l l y  a  move by i t s e l f ,  b u t  a  cont inua t ion  of 
a  process  than began i n  Laos. 

Background. Before t h e  1960s, Hmongs l i v e d  i n  
small communities; because of  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  d i f f i -  
c u l t i e s  and l a c k  of communication, we d id  n o t  know very 
many people,  and n a t u r a l l y  d i d  not  have many f r i e n d s  
who were n o t  r e l a t i v e s  o r  in-laws. 

I n  1960, Hmongs from many v i l l a g e s  were t ranspor t -  
ed t o  two major towns, Long Chieng and Sam Thong. Be- 
cause  t h e r e  were many of us  i n  one p lace ,  and a s  we 
g o t  t o  know more people through s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and 
economic a c t i v i t i e s ,  we developed r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t h a t  
went beyond r e l a t i v e s  and in-laws. This  ex tens ion  of 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  i nc reased  i n  re fugee  camps, p a r t i c u l a r l y  
Ban Vinai  and Nan, where Hmongs a r e  congregated i n  
g r e a t e r  numbers than  they eve r  were before .  

Often t h e  members of a  v i l l a g e ,  c l a n  group o r  
family group w i l l  f l e e  Laos a t  d i f f e r e n t  t imes, wi th  
t h e  i n t e n t i o n  of r e u n i t i n g  i n  Thailand; sometimes a  
group w i l l  f l e e  t o  Thai land i n  t h e  hope of  j o in ing  
r e l a t i v e s ,  l e a d e r s  o r  f r i e n d s  from whom they have been 
sepa ra t ed  f o r  a  long  time. 

I n  many cases ,  they reach Thai land only t o  f i n d  
a  message w a i t i n g  f o r  them from t h e i r  r e l a t i v e s ,  lead- 
e r s  o r  f r i e n d s  who have gone t o  t h i r d  coun t r i e s :  "Yog 
n e j  t u a j  txog no, raws qab nawb, tsis li peb yuav tsis 

I I s i b  pom tas i b  s i m  neej"  - I f  you have come t o  t h i s  
p l a c e ,  fo l low us ,  o therwise  we w i l l  never s e e  one ano- 
t h e r  again." The family o r  c l a n  group w i l l  then pro- 
ceed t o  t h e  t h i r d  country.  

Reun i f i ca t ion  Migration. The Hmongs who come t o  
t h e  United S t a t e s  a r e  sponsored according t o  American 
procedures ,  and i t  o f t e n  happens t h a t  a  c l a n  o r  family 
group who i s  fo l lowing  o t h e r  Hmongs is  f i r s t  r e s e t t l e d  



i n  a  p lace  f a r  from t h e  Hmongs i t  in t ends  t o  r e j o i n .  
I n  t hese  cases ,  p l ans  t o  move a r e  made as soon a s  con- 
t a c t  is made w i t h  t h e  o r i g i n a l  group. Contact  is  made 
quickly: w i t h i n  a  few weeks, newly-arrived Hmongs 
l e a r n  t o  use the  te lephone and t o  make long-dis tance 
c a l l s .  

American sponsors  a r e  u sua l ly  no t  aware of t h e  
long-term planning involved i n  r e u n i f i c a t i o n  migra- 
t i o n ,  and f e e l  t h a t  t he  d e c i s i o n  t o  move, on t h e  p a r t  
of the  Hmongs who have only  r e c e n t l y  a r r i v e d  i n  t h e  
United S t a t e s ,  i s  a r b i t r a r y .  The Lao Family Community 
i n  Santa Ana, C a l i f o r n i a ,  t a lked  t o  s o  many Americans 
about t h i s  problem t h a t  t h e  fo l lowing  message t o  
Hmongs, i n  Hmong and English,  was p r i n t e d  i n  t h e i r  
August 1981 news le t t e r :  

11 The Americans f e e l  t h a t  our  re fugees  move 
around from one s t a t e  t o  ano the r  too  much, 
t o  seek only b e t t e r  we l f a re  and educat ion.  
We g e t  many complaints regard ing  t h e i r  prob- 
lems. We t r y  hard  t o  he lp  them understand 
why you move. You move because you fo l low 
your r e l a t i v e s ,  f r i e n d s  and family from whom 
you have been sepa ra t ed  f o r  a  long time, 
s i n c e  t h e  f a l l  of Laos. The Americans un- 
ders tand  only a  small p a r t  of tha t . "  
(Vangyi 1981: 8 ) .  

Reun i f i ca t ion  migra t ion  t akes  p l ace  wi thout  t h e  
advance ga the r ing  o f  in format ion  about  t h e  new s i t e  
t h a t  happens i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong moving p a t t e r n s ,  and 
t h a t  a l s o  happens i n  t h e  o t h e r  type of Hmong secondary 
migrat ion.  Because of  t h i s ,  and because r e u n i f i c a t i o n  
migra t ion  i s  t h e  l a s t  s t a g e  i n  a process  t h a t  begins  
i n  Laos, I do not  t h i n k  i t  should be considered a s  
t r u e  secondary migra t ion  a s  t h e  term i s  usua l ly  used. 

Betterment Migrat ion 

l n  c o n t r a s t  t o  r e u n i f i c a t i o n  migra t ion ,  be t te rment  
migration--moving t o  improve one 's  s i t u a t i o n - - i s  iden- 
t i c a l  i n  a l l  bur s u p e r f i c i a l  a s p e c t s  t o  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
moving p a t t e r n  from one v i l l a g e  t o  another .  



Reasons f o r  Leaving the  Old S i t e .  Af ter  being 
i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  f o r  a whi le ,  Hmongs begin t o  un- 
derstand the  s o c i a l  se rv ices  a v a i l a b l e  t o  the  commu- 
n i t y  they a r e  r e s e t t l e d  i n ,  and t o  understand t h a t  
t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  of se rv ices  is not  the  same from one 
a r e a  t o  another .  W e  n a t u r a l l y  compare opportunities-- 
e spec ia l ly  government a s s i s t a n c e  and t r a i n i n g  pro- 
grams--from community t o  community. 

Most Hmongshavelittleornoeducation, andno ex- 
periencewithworkinginwestern s o c i e t i e s .  Webelieve 
tha twe  cannot achieve p rosper i tyun lesswe  ge t  t r a in ing .  
Wealso have l a r g e  fami l ies ,which a r e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  sup- 
p o r t w i t h  job s t h a t  a r e  a v a i l a b l e  t o p e o p l e w i t h n o  Eng- 
l i s h a n d n o  t r a i n i n g .  Large f a m i l i e s ,  i n  f a c t ,  getmore 
money on government a s s i s t a n c e  than they do from em- 
ployment. For these  reasons,we a r e  concerned about 
t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y o f  government a s s i s t a n c e a n d t r a i n i n g  
programs from a r e a t o a r e a  i n  t h e  United S ta tes .  

There a r e  o t h e r  reasons a s  wel l .  Most Hmong r e f -  
ugee men w e r e  s o l d i e r s  who cooperated with the  U.S.  
government t o  f i g h t  communist expansion i n  Laos. 
Therefore, they s e e  government a s s i s t a n c e  and t r a in ing  
programs a s  b e n e f i t s  they a r e  e n t i t l e d  to.  Hmong men 
who l i v e  i n  p laces  where government a s s i s t a n c e  and 
t r a i n i n g  programs a r e  no t  a v a i l a b l e  f e e l  cheated when 
they d iscover  t h a t  Hmongs l i k e  them i n  o ther  places 
q u a l i f y  f o r  publ ic  a s s i s t ance .  They f i n d  t h a t  even 
though they work hard i n  jobs, they cannot save money, 
and they a r e  anxious t o  move t o  p laces  where they can 
g e t  se rv ices  t h a t  o the r  Hmongs g e t .  

A major reason f o r  leaving a s i t e ,  then, i s  t h a t  
government a s s i s t a n c e  and t r a i n i n g  programs a r e  not 
a s  r e a d i l y  a v a i l a b l e  a s  they a r e  i n  o the r  places.  

A second major reason f o r  leaving a s i t e  is  the  
presence of community tens ion.  I n  s p i t e  of our repu- 
t a t i o n  f o r  being f i e r c e  f i g h t e r s  and good s o l d i e r s ,  
Hmongs a r e  b a s i c a l l y  peace lovers .  I n  d iscuss ing 
Hmong preference  f o r  h i l l s  i n  our gradual  migrat ion 
south  from China, Yang Dao comments : "The p la ins  and 
v a l l e y s  were, genera l ly  speaking, already s e t t l e d ,  and 
i t  would have taken a pi tched b a t t l e  t o  appropr ia te  



them. Since they were peaceable by n a t u r e ,  and t h e r e  
were no t  very many of them, they were very c a r e f u l  n o t  
t o  make enemies and consequent ly t r o u b l e  f o r  them- 
se lves"  (Yang Dao 1975 : 8) . The same t h i n g  can be  
s a i d  about our  concern n o t  t o  an tagonize  t h e  American 
communities we l i v e  i n .  Whole communities of Hmongs 
w i l l  move from an  a r e a  where community t ens ion  e x i s t s :  
t h e r e  a r e ,  f o r  example, no Hmongs i n  dowr~town Los 
Angeles, New York Ci ty ,  o r  o t h e r  b i g  c i t i e s .  

A ca se  i n  p o i n t  is an  i n c i d e n t  i n  Orange County. 
I n  t h e  l a t e  1970s, hundreds of Hmongs moved from d i f -  
f e r e n t  s i t e s  t o  Orange County, e s p e c i a l l y  t o  Santa  
Ana, where most of them l i v e d  i n  t h e  V o l t a i r e  Apart- 
ment Complex. I n  1979 an  o l d  man of t h e  Xiong c l a n  
was murdered e a r l y  one morning i n  h i s  apartment.  The 
Hmong community, i n  s ea rch ing  f o r  reasons f o r  t h e  
murder, concluded t h a t  t he  murder occurred because 
o t h e r  groups f ea red  t h a t  t h e  Hmongs inc reased  the  
competi t ion f o r  housing. A f t e r  t h e  o l d  man's f u n e r a l ,  
many f a m i l i e s  i n  h i s  c l a n  moved t o  Po r t l and ;  s i n c e  
then, Hmong movement i n t o  Orange County has slowed 
down, and movemenr o u t  of t h e  county has  increased .  

To summarize, t he  two main f a c t o r s  involved i n  
l eav ing  a s i t e  a r e  t h e  absence of  we l f a re  and t r a i n -  
i ng  programs and t h e  presence of community tens ion .  

a Reasons f o r  Choosing a New S i t e .  I n  looking  a t  
poss ib l e  new s i t e s ,  we of course  cons ider  whether 
s o c i a l  s e r v i c e s  a r e  a v a i l a b l e ,  and whether community 
tens ion  e x i s t s .  

We a l s o  c a r e f u l l y  cons ider  t h e  c o s t  of l i v i n g ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  amount of r e n t  t h a t  has  t o  be pa id ,  
and the p o s s i b i l i t y  of l and  t h a t  can be bought f o r  
farming. 

A f o u r t h  cons ide ra t ion  i n  looking f o r  a new s i t e  
i s  t h e  presence of clanmates and r e l a t i v e s  by marr iage 
11 Muaj Hmoob Thoj tsawg yim nyob tom qhov chaw tod?" 
I I How many Thaos a r e  a t  t h a t  s i t e ? "  is  always a ques- 
t i o n  asked i n  conversa t ion  about  s i t e s .  



Making a  Decis ion t o  Move. The dec i s ion  t o  move 
i s  based on informat ion  provided by r e l a t i v e s  o r  t r u s t -  
ed f r i e n d s  who l i v e  a t  o t h e r  s i t e s .  I f  a  p o s s i b l e  new 
s i te  is  n o t  too f a r  away ( i . e . ,  no t  more than t e n  hours 
d r i v e ) ,  t h e  heads of  households w i l l  v i s i t  t h e  s i t e ,  i n  
t h e  same way Hmongs i n v e s t i g a t e d  new s i t e s  i n  Laos. 

I f  t h e  new s i t e  looks  good, t h e  head of household 
s e r i o u s l y  d i scusses  t h e  move wi th  h i s  family members, 
and a r r i v e s  a t  a  dec is ion .  H i s  d e s i r e  t o  move i s  
brought  t o  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  of t h e  l e a d e r  of t h e  Hmong 
community. The community l e a d e r  might t r y  t o  discour- 
age t h e  head of household from moving. On t h e  o t h e r  
hand, i f  t he  l e a d e r  f e e l s  t h a t  moving t o  the  new s i t e  
w i l l  improve t h e  community's s i t u a t i o n ,  he and t h e  
r e s t  of h i s  community might j o i n  t h e  head of household, 
and t h e  e n t i r e  community o r  a  good p a r t  of i t  might 
move toge the r .  

T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  t h e  d e c i s i o n  t o  move was almost 
e n t i r e l y  i n  t h e  hands of t h e  v i l l a g e  o r  c l a n  l eade r .  
I n  t he  United S t a t e s ,  however, educated community 
members a r e  beginning t o  i n f l u e n c e  t h e  community lead- 
e r s '  dec i s ions ;  i t  is  f e l t  t h a t  t h e i r  b e t t e r  under- 
s t and ing  of t h e  American communityqual i f ies  them t o  
g i v e  advice .  

General Vang P a o i s  sometimes involved i n d e c i s i o n s  
t o  move. Any a d v i c e  from him i s  taken h t o  s e r i o u s  
cons ide ra t ion ,  because Hmongs f e e l  t h a t  he knows b e s t  
about  America a s  he i s  t h e  only  Hmong who has good 
c o n t a c t s  w i t h  t h e  American government. Many Hmong 
f a m i l i e s  have abandoned p l ans  t o  move a f t e r  d i s c u s s i r ~ g  
t h e  m a t t e r  w i t h  t h e  genera l .  I n  e a r l y  1980, f o r  ex- 
ample, t h i r t e e n  Thao f a m i l i e s  (of which I was the  
c l a n  l e a d e r )  were s e r i o u s l y  cons ider ing  moving from 
Orange County, where t h e  c o s t  of l i v i n g  was high, t o  
Madison, Wisconsin, where most of o u r  branch of t h e  
Thao c l a n  l i v e s .  The move was d iscussed  a t  two 
meetings of heads of households,  one a t  my house, and 
the  o t h e r  a t  my nephew's. Everyone agreed t o  move 
under t h e  cond i t i on  t h a t  General Vang Pao d i d  not  re- 
j e c t  t he  i d e a  and I was ass igned  t o  d i scuss  t h e  mat te r  
wi th  him. The gene ra l  t o l d  us t o  s t a y  where we were 



because moving involved too much expense and t ime t o  
a d j u s t  t o  t h e  new community and c l imate .  It w a s  f e l t  
t h a t  h i s  adv ice  was r e a l i s t i c  and s o  we decided n o t  
t o  move. (The s i t u a t i o n  changed l a t e r  i n  t h e  yea r  when 
I moved t o  Washington D.C.; t h e  Orange County Thaos be- 
came l e a d e r l e s s ,  and s p l i t  up, moving t o  Fresno o r  t o  
Wisconsin. Now t h e r e  i s  only one Thao family i n  Orange 
County. ) 

Conf l i c t i ng  p re s su res  a r e  beginning t o  emerge 
wi th in  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  family over  p o s s i b l e  migra t ion .  
The husband, who t r a d i t i o n a l l y  made t h e  dec i s ion ,  
u sua l ly  wants t o  move t o  a  s i t e  where h i s  c l a n  l i v e s .  
H i s  w i f e  t r i e s  t o  i n f l u e n c e  h i s  dec i s ion ,  a s  s h e  wants 
t o  move t o  a s i t e  where h e r  p a r e n t s  o r  b r o t h e r s  and 
s i s t e r s  l i v e .  And t h e  c h i l d r e n  i n  t he  family want t o  
s t a y  where they a r e ,  because they have formed a t t ach -  
ments t o  t h e i r  neighborhood, school ,  and f r i e n d s .  Most 
of t he  time, t he  husband's d e c i s i o n  i s  f i n a l .  

Mechanics. Once t h e  d e c i s i o n  t o  move i s  made, 
r e l a t i v e s  a t  t h e  new s i t e  a r e  n o t i f i e d ,  and arrange-  
ments f o r  temporary housing a r e  d iscussed .  The t r a -  
d i t i o n  of h o s p i t a l i t y  t h a t  I mentioned i n  t h e  previous  
s e c t i o n  has been c a r r i e d  over  i n t a c t  i n t o  Hmong l i f e  
i n  t h e  United S t a t e s ;  i t  is assumed t h a t  r e l a t i v e s  and 
f r i e n d s  w i l l  be  supported a t  t h e  new s i t e  u n t i l  they 
g e t  s e t t l e d  on t h e i r  own. (The r e l a t i v e s  and f r i e n d s ,  
aware of the  expense, t r y  very  hard  no t  t o  s t a y  long.) 

The a c t u a l  move i s  made by c a r ,  bus o r  p l ane  de- 
pending on t h e  s t a t u s  of t h e  family and t h e  d i s t a n c e  
between t h e  o l d  and new s i t e s .  The k inds  of  t h ings  
taken t o  t h e  new s i t e  a r e  t h e  same a s  they were i n  
Laos: c l o t h e s ,  k i t chen  equipment, and whatever e l s e  
can be pu t  i n  a  s u i t c a s e  o r  t h e  t runk  of t h e  car .  

Hmongs have no t  developed expensive t a s t e s  w i th  
regard t o  f u r n i t u r e  and a r e  l i m i t e d  by income t o  not- 
very-fancy apartments  and houses. We usua l ly  buy 
f u r n i t u r e  from second-hand s t o r e s ,  and i f  we f e e l  t h e  
need t o  apologize  t o  gues t s ,  we say  something l i k e  
"Please s i t  on t h e s e  used c h a i r s ;  we don ' t  want t o  
buy new f u r n i t u r e  because we s t i l l  don ' t  know how long 
we a r e  going t o  s t a y  here." When we move, we throw 



o u r  o ld  f u r n i t u r e  away, g ive  i t  t o  r e l a t i v e s  o r  s e l l  
i t  a t  a  low p r i c e ,  and p lan  t o b u y  new used f u r n i t u r e  
a t  t h e  new s i t e .  

Problems Associated w i t h  Moving. The problems 
a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  migra t ion  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  a r e  d i f -  
f e r e n t  from those  i n  Laos. 

We do n o t  ( a t  l e a s t  a d u l t s  don ' t )  become a t t ached  
t o  o u r  sur roundings ;  our  houses o r  apartments  a r e  
r en t ed ,  o u r  f u r n i t u r e  is  n o t  fancy, and we a r e  no t  ac- 
qua in ted  wi th  o u r  neighbors  because of t h e  language 
b a r r i e r .  

The depress ion  and unhappiness of  having t o  leave  
family members andboy- o r  g i r l - f r i e n d s  is  much l e s s  i n  
the United S t a t e s ,  because communication i s  p o s s i b l e  
over  long  d i s t a n c e s  by telephone. 

Fac to r s  which were n o t  problems i n  Laos, on the  
o t h e r  hand, a r e  problems here .  T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  Hmongs 
were se l f - suppor t ing ;  i t  w a s  easy  t o  house r e l a t i v e s ,  
even f o r  extended pe r iods  of  time. Here, however, a  
head of household has d i f f i c u l t y  suppor t ing  h i s  own 
family,  and s h e l t e r i n g  a d d i t i o n a l  people is  almost 
impossible .  A s  I mentioned before ,  a  family moving 
i n  w i th  an a l r eady-es t ab l i shed  household t r i e s  very 
hard  t o  move ou t  i n t o  i t s  own house a s  soon a s  pos- 
s i b l e .  

A f t e r  t h e  new house o r  apartment  i s  moved i n t o ,  
necessary  f u r n i t u r e  l i k e  c h a i r s ,  t a b l e s ,  and beds has 
t o  be  bought, and even used f u r n i t u r e  i s  expensive. 
Many f a m i l i e s  who have moved t o  a  new s i t e  a r e  de- 
pending on government a s s i s t a n c e ,  which i s  very 
limited--not enough, o r  j u s t  enough, t o  cover r e n t  
and food. The family o f t e n  has t o  s i t  and s l e e p  on 
the  f l o o r  f o r  months, e a t i n g  whatever t h e  r e l a t i v e s  
can provide.  The s i t u a t i o n  i s  made worse by the  
f a c t  t h a t  t h e  fami ly ' s  a p p l i c a t i o n  f o r  we l f a re  o f t e n  
t akes  weeks t o  g e t  processed. 

O r i e n t a t i o n  i n  t h e  new community, which was ob- 
v ious ly  n o t  a  problem i n  Laos, p r e s e n t s  problems i n  



the  United S t a t e s .  Finding a  p l ace  t o  l i v e  i s  a de- 
p re s s ing  process  because of t h e  u n f a m i l i a r i t y  w i th  t h e  
community, t h e  language b a r r i e r ,  and t h e  low opin ion  
landlords  have of people on wel fare .  Ge t t i ng  i n t o  
low-cost housing and educa t iona l  programs o f t e n  in-  
volves wa i t i ng  f o r  a long time; wh i l e  Hmongs a r e  pre- 
pared t o  wai t  f o r  what we expect  t o  g e t ,  long wa i t i ng  
per iods  d e f e a t  t h e  i n i t i a l  purpose f o r  t h e  move i n  a 
g r e a t  many cases .  

Children,  who d i d n ' t  want t o  l eave  t h e  o l d  s i t e  
t o  begin wi th ,  o f t e n  have s p e c i a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  ad jus t -  
i ng  t o  new schools  and neighborhoods. They a r e  shy 
about making new f r i e n d s ,  and don' t  f e e l  comfortable  
i n  school  t o  t h e  po in t  t h a t  t h e i r  performance f a l l s  
much below t h e i r  performance i n  t h e i r  o l d  school .  A 
case  i n  p o i n t  is t h e  exper ience  of  my own t h r e e  ch i ld-  
ren i n  t h e i r  new school  i n  Alexandria.  I n  June, t h e i r  
f i n a l  r e p o r t  cards  f o r  t h e  y e a r  recommended t h a t  they  
a l l  be h e l d  back f o r  a year ,  because they had d i f f i -  
c u l t y  speaking English.  I was s u r p r i s e d ,  because my 
ch i ld ren ,  a t  ages 10, 7,  and 6,  a r e  n a t i v e  speakers  
of English. I asked them why t h e i r  t e a c h e r s  thought 
they couldn ' t  speak English,  and they expla ined  t h a t  
they d i d n ' t  know t h e i r  t eache r s  and f r i e n d s  w e l l  e- 
nough and were h e s i t a n t  t o  t a l k  t o  them. The ma t t e r  
eventua l ly  go t  s t r a i g h t e n e d  o u t ,  and a l l  t h e  c h i l d r e n  
were promoted. 

A new s i t e  is a l s o  d i f f i c u l t  t o  g e t  around i n ;  
most a d u l t s  have t o  be shown how t o  g e t  from one p l ace  
t o  another ,  and t h i s  takes  a  long  time, e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  
those who cannot read i n s t r u c t i o n s .  

It even t akes  a  long t i m e  t o  g e t  acquain ted  wi th  
the  new Hmong community, e s p e c i a l l y  l a r g e r  communities 
where Hmongs from d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  of Laos have come. 
Although t h e r e  a r e  only about 45,000 Hmongs i n  t h e  
United S t a t e s ,  we a r e  d i f f e r e n t  enough from one 
another ,  depending on where we came from i n  Laos, t o  
make g e t t i n g  acquainted a  l i t t l e  hard. 



Comparison of  T r a d i t i o n a l  Moving 
and Betterment Migrat ion 

a S i m i l a r i t i e s .  The o v e r a l l  purpose of  Hmong mov- 
ing ,  both i n  t h e  p a s t  and now i n  the  United S t a t e s ,  i s  
t o  improve the  l i v i n g  s i t u a t i o n .  Moving is  a response 
t o  adverse  cond i t i ons ,  whether they a r e  s o c i a l  o r  eco- 
nomic; t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of a move i s  always p re sen t  i n  
ou r  minds. V i l l age  o r  community l e a d e r s  p lay  a very 
important  r o l e  i n  t h e  dec i s ion  t o  move, bu t  t h e  major- 
i t y  of  moves a r e  made f o r  t h e  purpose of conso l ida t ing  
the  power of t h e  c l a n  involved. I n  almost  a l l  r e spec t s ,  
t h e  p r a c t i c a l  a s p e c t s  of Hmong moves i n  t h e  United 
S t a t e s  a r e  i d e n t i c a l  t o  Hmong movement t o  an already-  
occupied s i t e  i n  t h e  pas t .  

a Di f fe rences .  I n  t h e  p a s t ,  we abandoned s i t e s  be- 
cause of t he  i n f e r t i l i t y  of t h e  s o i l  o r  because of t he  
presence of d i sease .  We chose new s i t e s  according t o  
t h e  q u a l i t y  of t h e  s o i l ,  t h e  absence of  d i sease ,  t he  
I t  luckiness"  of  t h e  s i t e  and i t s  c loseness  t o  t he  o ld  
s i t e .  I n  t h e  United S t a t e s ,  we l eave  s i t e s  where 
t h e r e  a r e  inadequate  a s s i s t a n c e  programs, and where 
t h e r e  i s  community tens ion .  We move t o  a r e a s  where 
t h e r e  a r e  good s o c i a l  s e r v i c e s  a v a i l a b l e ,  where t h e  
c o s t  of l i v i n g  i s  n o t  too h igh ,  and where t h e r e  is  no 
community tens ion .  Movement i n  t h e  p a s t  u sua l ly  in- 
volved t h e  moving of a group of f a m i l i e s ,  o r  sometimes 
an e n t i r e  v i l l a g e ;  h e r e ,  however, because of t h e  high 
c o s t  involved i n  suppor t ing  r e l a t i v e s ,  a move w i l l  be 
made family by family. The major problem of moving i n  
t h e  pas  t - - that  of s e p a r a t i o n  from family members and 
c l o s e  f r iends- - i s  n o t  such a problem he re ,  because of 
t h e  e x i s t e n c e  of communication systems. The expense 
of moving, however, which was n o t  s o  g r e a t  i n  t he  
p a s t ,  i s  a very  s e r i o u s  problem he re  i n  t h e  United 
S t a t e s .  

LEADERSHIP AND ITS ROLE I N  MOVING 

In t roduc t ion  

I have b r i e f l y  mentioned t h e  p a r t  t h a t  family,  
c l a n ,  and v i l l a g e  l e a d e r s  have played i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  
moving, and i n  secondary migra t ion  i n  t h e  United 



Sta t e s .  I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  I w i l l  d i s cuss  moving and 
l eade r sh ip  i n  more d e t a i l ,  and show how and why leader -  
s h i p  p a t t e r n s  a r e  changing. I w i l l ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  
show how the  r o l e  of  t h e  c l an  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s ,  which 
was not  s o  important  i n  t h e  p a s t ,  ha s  become more and 
more important  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s .  

Leadership i n  T r a d i t i o n a l  V i l l age  Socie ty  

It i s  w e l l  known t h a t  Hmong v i l l a g e  s o c i e t y  was 
very w e l l  organized,  w i t h  c l an  l e a d e r s  and v i l l a g e  
ch ie f s .  Clan l e a d e r s  were chosen informal ly  ( a n d s t i l l  
a r e ,  i n  t h e  U . S . ) ;  each c l a n  t h a t  h a s  more than  f i v e  
f a m i l i e s  chooses a s i n g l e  l e a d e r  t o  d e a l  w i t h  s o c i a l  
and s p i r i t u a l  mat te rs .  I f ,  i n  a  v i l l a g e ,  a  c l a n  was 
not  a s  l a r g e  a s  f i v e  f a m i l i e s ,  i t  was r ep re sen ted  by 
the  l e a d e r  of one of t h e  o t h e r  c l ans .  I n  t h e  v i l l a g e  
where I was born, f o r  example, t h e r e  were f o u r  Yang 
f ami l i e s ,  s i x  Thao f a m i l i e s  t h r e e  Lor f a m i l i e s ,  and 
f i f t e e n  Vue f ami l i e s .  The Yangs and Lors  were repre-  
sen ted  by the  Thao c l an  l eade r .  

The choice  of  a  v i l l a g e  l e a d e r  was somewhat more 
involved. The heads of households would in fo rma l ly  
d iscuss  among themselves,  a t  ceremonies and s o c i a l  
events ,  who should be t h e  v i l l a g e  c h i e f .  

The v i l l a g e  ch ie f  had t o  be generous, and capable  
of dea l ing  w i t h  s o c i a l ,  l e g a l ,  and s p i r i t u a l  ma t t e r s .  
He a l s o  had t o  be  a  s t r o n g  l eade r .  L i t t l e  Hmong boys 
were taught  t o  l ove  people,  t o  be generous wi th  f r i e n d s  
and a s  h o s t s ,  and t o  be  c h a r i t a b l e  t o  poor people s o  
t h a t  when they grew up they  would be good l e a d e r s .  

It was a  g r e a t  honor and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  be 
v i l l a g e  ch ie f .  The ch ie f  had t o  oversee  t h e  s e c u r i t y  
of t h e  v i l l a g e ,  judge i n  any l e g a l  m a t t e r s ,  o rganize  
s o c i a l  and c u l t u r a l  ceremonies, and make s e r i o u s  deci-  
s ions  l i k e  t h e  dec i s ion  t o  move t h e  v i l l a g e  t o  a  b e t t e r  
s i t e .  The v i l l a g e  ch ie f  enjoyed g r e a t  p r e s t i g e  i n  t h e  
v i l l a g e ,  and was known t o  t h e  d i s t r i c t  c h i e f .  H i s  
family and c l a n  increased  i n  s t a t u s ;  o t h e r  c l a n s  were 
more w i l l i n g  t o  p a r t  w i th  t h e i r  daughters  t o  him, and 
h i s  own daughters  could command g r e a t e r  r e s p e c t  a s  
wives. 



If a p a r t i c u l a r  man emerged from t h e  informal  discus-  
s i o n s  a s  a l i k e l y  l e a d e r  t o  t h e  ma jo r i t y  of heads of 
household, he was formal ly  asked t o  take t h e  o f f i c e .  
He would r e f u s e  t h e  honor a t  f i r s t ,  b u t  would al low 
himself  t o  be  persuaded; t h e  honor given by v i l l a g e  
members t o  t h e i r  c h i e f  was s o  g r e a t  t h a t  a knowledge- 
a b l e  Hmong would n o t  r e fuse .  

The d i s t r i c t  ch i e f  (a  Hmong who had been appoint- 
ed by t h e  Lao p r o v i n c i a l  c h i e f )  would then be n o t i f i e d  
of t h e  d e c i s i o n  of t h e  v i l l a g e  and would appoin t  the  
chosen man a s  head of  t h e  v i l l a g e ;  between 1960 and 
1975, v i l l a g e  c h i e f s  were pa id  about  $3.00 a year  by 
t h e  d i s t r i c t  c h i e f .  

The p o s i t i o n  of v i l l a g e  ch ie f  was no t  f o r  a s e t  
per iod  of time. I f  a ch i e f  was n o t  capable of per- 
forming h i s  d u t i e s ,  and made wrong o r  u n f a i r  dec is ions ,  
t h e  d i s t r i c t  ch i e f  could be n o t i f i e d  by a group of 
households,  who would a t  t h e  same time recommend 
ano the r  person. The v i l l a g e  ch ie f  was t h e r e f o r e  de- 
pendent on t h e  good w i l l  o f  t h e  v i l l a g e  t o  keep h i s  
p o s i t i o n ;  most v i l l a g e  c h i e f s  t h e r e f o r e  were c a r e f u l  
no t  t o  make wrong o r  unpopular dec i s ions  o r  they would 
l o s e  t h e i r  p o s i t i o n .  

Simple m a j o r i t y  r u l e  determined who was asked t o  
be  v i l l a g e  c h i e f .  I f  one c l a n  i n  a v i l l a g e  had more 
households than  t h e  o t h e r s ,  i t  was almost always the  
c a s e  t h a t  t h e  l e a d e r  of t h a t  c l a n  was asked t o  be 
v i l l a g e  l eade r .  Sometimes, t h e  minor i ty  c l a n  members 
were unhappy about  t h e  choice  of ch i e f  and would simply 
move t o  ano the r  v i l l a g e  where t h e i r  c l a n  l e a d e r  would 
have a b e t t e r  chance of becoming c h i e f .  

Other causes  f o r  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  wi th  t h e  v i l l a g e  
l e a d e r  sometimes a r o s e  ou t  o f  disharmony between t h e  
v i l l a g e  and t h e  d i s t r i c t  c h i e f .  The d i s t r i c t  ch ief  
might appoin t  a ch ief  a g a i n s t  t h e  wishes of some o r  
even a l l  t h e  heads of households. D i s s a t i s f i e d  heads 
of  household could,  a s  I mentioned before ,  appeal  t o  
t h e  d i s t r i c t  c h i e f ,  b u t  such appea ls  were no t  always 
succes s fu l .  The d i s t r i c t  ch ief  might be a member of 
t h e  same c l a n  as t h e  v i l l a g e  c h i e f ,  o r  he might owe 



him some favor .  I f  an appea l  w a s  unsuccessfu l ,  i t  
would be  t h e  cause f o r  a  move. 

To i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  p o i n t s  mentioned above: i n  a  
v i l l a g e  I v i s i t e d  when I was about  f i f t e e n ,  t h e r e  were 
about  twenty-five f a m i l i e s ,  o f  which f i f t e e n  were Yangs, 
e i g h t  were Lees, and two o t h e r s  were Vues. The repre- 
s e n t a t i v e  of t h e  Lees w a s  a  very  smart man, b u t  a  Yang 
was t h e  v i l l a g e  ch ie f .  The Lees and Yangs d i d  n o t  g e t  
a long very we l l ,  and s o  a l l  o f  t h e  Lees moved t o  a  
nearby v i l l a g e  where t h e  Lee c l a n  w a s  a l s o  second i n  
numbers--and where a  v i l l a g e  ch ie f  had n o t  been ap- 
pointed. A few months l a t e r ,  t h e  Lee r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  
from t h e  o l d  s i t e  was chosen and appointed v i l l a g e  
ch ief  a t  t h e  new s i t e ,  even though t h e  Lees a t  t h e  new 
s i t e  a l ready  had a  c l a n  l eade r .  

I t  can e a s i l y  be seen  how c l a n  power can be s h i f t -  
ed around through movement from one v i l l a g e  t o  ano the r ,  
and how c l a n  l e a d e r s  could use  moving as a  means of 
consol ida t ing  c l a n  and personal  power. I f  a  v i l l a g e  
l eade r  was unresponsive t o  a l l  t h e  people i n  h i s  v i l -  
l age ,  he  would soon be wi thout  a v i l l a g e ;  conversely,  
a  good v i l l a g e  l e a d e r  would ga in  i n  power a s  people 
moved from o t h e r  v i l l a g e s  i n t o  h i s .  

Community Leadership i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  

I n  an a r e a  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  where t h e r e  is  a  
small Hmong popula t ion ,  a  community l e a d e r  i s  chosen 
by t h e  heads of f a m i l i e s ,  p r e t t y  much as t h e  v i l l a g e  
l eade r s  were chosen i n  Laos. I f  t h e  community forms 
a  Mutual Ass is tance  Assoc ia t ion ,  t h e  chosen community 
l eade r  is  formally e l e c t e d  t h e  p r e s i d e n t  of t h e  MAA. 
I n  a r e a s  where t h e r e  is  a  l a r g e  Hmong popula t ion ,  t h e  
c e n t r a l  MAA (Lao Family Community i n  Orange County, 
f o r  example) s e rves  t h e  same func t ion  a s  t h e  d i s t r i c t  
chief  d id  i n  Laos : t h e  man recommended by t h e  major- 
i t y  of t h e  members of  a  community w i l l  be  appointed 
by t h e  c e n t r a l  MAA a s  t he  community l eade r .  

It  is  more and more t h e  case ,  however, t h a t  t h e  
community l e a d e r  is  no t  tu rned  t o  f o r  h e l p  and guidance 
a s  much a s  the  c l a n  l e a d e r ,  even though t h e  c l a n  l e a d e r  
may l i v e  a  long way from t h e  community. A Hmong i n  



St .  Paul ,  f o r  example, would p r e f e r  t o  look f o r  he lp  
from h i s  c l a n  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  i n  S e a t t l e ;  even refugees 
i n  camps i n  Thai land look f o r  h e l p  from c l a n  represen- 
t a t i v e s  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s .  A community l e a d e r  w i l l  
n o t  be  unseated i n  t h e s e  cases ;  he w i l l  j u s t  be ignored. 

I t h i n k  t h i s  dependence on t h e  c l a n  l e a d e r  r a t h e r  
than on t h e  community l e a d e r  is  t h e  product of s e v e r a l  
f a c t o r s .  F i r s t ,  when t h e  Hmongs w e r e  a l l  brought to- 
g e t h e r  i n  Long Chieng and Sam Thong i n  t h e  s i x t i e s  and 
s e v e n t i e s ,  we had t h e  f i r s t  oppor tuni ty  w e  eve r  had t o  
group c l a n s  t o g e t h e r  i n  g r e a t  numbers. I n  General Vang 
Pao 's  army, t h e r e  were high-ranking o f f i c e r s  from each 
c l a n ;  t h e s e  o f f i c e r s  became t h e  c l an  l e a d e r s ,  and had 
a g r e a t  d e a l  of power and i n f l u e n c e  because of t h e  
numbers of clansmen who supported them. Support f o r  
major and minor c l a n  l e a d e r s  w a s  kept  and l o s t  j u s t  
a s  suppor t  f o r  v i l l a g e  l e a d e r s  was--by a t t e n d i n g  o r  
n o t  a t t e n d i n g  t o  t he  needs of t h e  c l a n  members. V i l l age  
l e a d e r s h i p  dec l ined  i n  t h e s e  l a r g e  Hmong towns; and the  
p a t t e r n  of c l a n  l e a d e r s h i p  cont inued i n  t h e  camps of 
Thai land,  where aga in  l a r g e  numbers of  Hmongs a r e  
ga thered  i n  s m a l l  a r e a s .  

This  confidence i n  c l a n  l eade r sh ip  is  c a r r i e d  over 
i n t o  t h e  United S t a t e s .  Community l e a d e r s  do not  have 
t h e  pe r sona l  t i e s  w i th  t h e  community t h a t  they d id  i n  
v i l l a g e s  i n  Laos; they do n o t  enjoy t h e  confidence and 
t r u s t  o f  many of t h e i r  community members because they 
a r e n ' t  known very  w e l l .  A Hmong who does n o t  have con- 
f i dence  i n  h i s  community l e a d e r  w i l l  t u r n  t o  a l e a d e r  
he does have confidence in--his c l an  leader--especial ly  
s i n c e  he can t a l k  t o  t h e  c l a n  l e a d e r  over  t h e  telephone. 

Clan l e a d e r s  have a g r e a t  dea l  of power over t h e i r  
c l an  members, and can s u c c e s s f u l l y  a s k  them t o  move 
from one p a r t  of t h e  country t o  another .  A powerful 
c l a n  l e a d e r  on t h e  west coas t ,  f o r  example, t o l d  a 
nephew of h i s  t o  move from New England (where t h e  
nephew had a good job and had j u s t  g o t t e n  marr ied and 
s e t t l e d  i n )  ou t  west ;  t h e  nephew moved wi th in  t h e  week. 

This  power can be abused: I know a c l a n  l e a d e r  
who t o l d  s e v e r a l  households,  who had been r e s e t t l e d  a l l  
over  t h e  country,  t o  move t o  a b i g  c i t y  i n  t h e  south,  



where he would j o i n  them. They moved, b u t  he  discover-  
ed t h a t  he was happier  i n  a  c i t y  up no r th .  He asked 
them t o  move again,  b u t  they were angry and re fused .  
They e l e c t e d  ano the r  c l an  l e a d e r  from among themselves 
and t h e  o r i g i n a l  c l a n  l e a d e r  i s  now wi thout  much of a  
following. 

Another example of abuse of power is  t h e  case  of 
a  minor c l a n  l e a d e r  who moved f i v e  f a m i l i e s  halfway 
ac ros s  t h e  country,  i n  hopes of becoming t h e  p r o j e c t  
d i r e c t o r  of a  newly-forming MAA. He l o s t  t h e  e l e c t i o n  
a t  t h e  new s i t e  ( t h e r e  w a s  a l r eady  a  we l l - e s t ab l i shed  
l e a d e r  t h e r e ) ;  he moved back t o  t h e  o r i g i n a l  s i t e ,  
bu t  t h e  f i v e  f a m i l i e s  couldn ' t  a f f o r d  to .  He was os- 
t r a c i z e d  botn by t h e  f i v e  f a m i l i e s ,  and by h i s  c lan-  
mates i n  t h e  o r i g i n a l  s i t e .  

Most of t h e  t ime, however, a c l a n  l e a d e r  w i l l  
c a r e f u l l y  look a t  a  s i t e  be fo re  he a sks  h i s  fo l lowers  
t o  move wi th  him; h e  i s  aware t h a t  he  can l o s e  t h e  
t r u s t  and confidence of h i s  people i f  he  moves them 
t o  s i t u a t i o n s  t h a t  a r e  worse than,  o r  no b e t t e r  than ,  
t h e  o r i g i n a l  s i t e .  A major c l a n  l eade r ,  f o r  example, 
moved s e v e r a l  f a m i l i e s  from d i f f e r e n t  s i t e s  where they  
were having problems--sponsorship breakdowns, l a c k  of  
wel fare ,  and so on--to a c e n t r a l  s i t e  t h a t  he  knew 
would be b e t t e r  f o r  them because he had a  pe r sona l  
knowledge of t h e  si te.  Another c l a n  l e a d e r ,  who took 
a  good job i n  a  l a r g e  c i t y ,  t o l d  h i s  fo l lowers  n o t  t o  
j o i n  him because t h e  s o c i a l  s e r v i c e s  i n  t h e  c i t y  were 
n o t  very good, b u t  t o  j o i n  c l a n  members a t  a t h i r d  
s i t e .  

CONCLUSION 

I have t r i e d  t o  show t h a t  Hmong secondary migra- 
t i o n  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  i s  p a r a l l e l  t o  moving pat-  
t e r n s  i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong s o c i e t y ;  t h a t  wh i l e  t h e  
reasons f o r  moving a r e  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t ,  t h e  o v e r a l l  
a t t i t u d e  towards moving is  a chance t o  improve one ' s  
s i t u a t i o n ,  and almost  a l l  of t h e  p r a c t i c a l  a s p e c t s  of 
moving a r e  t h e  same. I have a l s o  t r i e d  t o  show, i n  
p a r t i c u l a r ,  how l e a d e r s h i p  is  involved i n  moving, and 
how conso l ida t ion  of c l a n  power can form t h e  mot iva t ion  
f o r  a  move which appears  a r b i t r a r y  t o  o u t s i d e r s .  
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here  w i l l  con t r ibu te  t o  t h e  slowly growing body of 
l i t e r a t u r e  on the  Hmongs. 
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PART THREE 

HMONG LANGUAGE AND COMMIJNICATION 



SOME AUXILIARY VERBS I N  HMONG* 

Marybeth Clark  

AUXILIARY VERBS 

It i s  n o t  intended h e r e  t o  d i scuss  t h e  tense-  
aspec t  system of  t h e  Hmong language, b u t  on ly  t o  
g ive  an overview of t h e  two most commonly occu r r ing  
a u x i l i a r y  verbs.  

Auxi l ia ry  verbs ,  a s  descr ibed  i n  t h i s  paper ,  
a r e  verbs  which r e q u i r e  fo l lowing  embedded senten-  
t i a l  complements and which g ive  a s p e c t u a l  f e a t u r e s  
t o  t h e i r  embedded verbs.  An a u x i l i a r y  verb is t h e  
main verb of i t s  sentence  and cannot be  preceded by 
another ,  h ighe r  verb. The term ' a u x i l i a r y '  is  used 
because of t r a d i t i o n a l  u se  of t h i s  term f o r  t h e s e  
verbs ,  bu t  a u x i l i a r y  verbs  a r e  no t ,  a s  t h e  name i m -  
p l i e s ,  i n  any way subord ina te  b u t  a r e  f u l l  verbs-- 
t he  grammatical heads o f  t h e i r  cons t ruc t ions .  

The d a t a  presented  is  drawn from White Hmong, 
p r imar i ly  t h a t  of Xieng Khouang province,  b u t  i t  
appears t h a t  t hese  verbs  work much t h e  same way i n  
Green Hmong and i n  Sayaboury province,  from whence 
some of t h e  d a t a  comes. 

Tau and Yuav 

The two a u x i l i a r y  ve rbs  d iscussed  a re :  

tau:  'have acqui red ,  have been a b l e  t o ;  having - 
achieved the  a c t i o n  o r  s t a t e  of t h e  follow- 
ing  embedded verb: p e r f e c t i v e  a s p e c t ' ;  and 

yuav: ' w i l l  acqui re ,  want t o ;  i n t e n t i o n  o r  pre- 
d i c t i o n  of t h e  achievement of  t h e  a c t i o n  
o r  s t a t e  of t h e  fo l lowing  embedded verb: 
a n t i c i p a t o r y  o r  expec ta t ive  a spec t . '  



The sentences  i n  1-8 i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  a u x i l i a r y  
func t ion  of  t h e s e  two verbs  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  de f in i -  
t i o n s  given f o r  them. With each sen tence  t h e r e  is 
a corresponding sentence  without  t he  a u x i l i a r y  verb, 
t o  show t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  meaning, i f  any. The 
s t r u c t u r e  t r e e s  i n  F igures  1, 3, and 6 g ive  an idea  
of t h e  grammatical s t r u c t u r e  of sen tences  wi th  
a u x i l i a r y  verbs.  l 

1)  a. Nws mus nram moos Loob. 
3rd person go t  go below town Luang Prabang 
'She went down t o  Luang Prabang. ' 

b. Nws mus nram moos Loob. 
'She i s  going / went down t o  Luang Prabang.' 

Luang Prabang 

[+N1 
Figure 1. Structure tree for the sentence in (1)a 

2) a.  Nws - t a u  pw saum rooj-zaum t a s  hmo. 
3P g o t  r e c l i n e  top bench done n i g h t  
'She s l e p t  on t h e  bench a l l  n igh t .  ' 

b. Nws pw saum rooj-zaum tas hmo. 
'She 's  s l eep ing lgo ing  t o  s l e e p  on t h e  bench a l l  
n i g h t .  ' 



3 )  a. Koj puas -. t a u  rho t u s  pos hauv 
you whether5 go t  e x t r a c t  s t i c k  thorn  i n s i d e  
'Did you t ake  t h e  thorn  o u t  of h e r  f o o t ? '  

nws t x h a i s  taw? 
3P one of p a i r  f o o t  

b. Koj puas rho t u s  pos hauv nws t x h a i s  taw? 
'Are you going t o  / d id  you take  t h e  thorn  

out  of h e r  f o o t ? '  

E'igure 2. Structure tree for the sentence in (3)a 

4) a.  Koj - t a u  mob p lab  l o  s hov n t e v  
you got  s i c k  stomach become how much long 
'How long have you been s i c k ? '  

l a m ?  
already 

b. Koj mob p lab  10s hov n t e v  lawm? 
'How long have you been s i c k ? '  

5) a. Hnub kaum peb l u b  h l i s  no kuv yuav 
day t en  t h r e e  bulk  month t h i s  I w i l l  
' I ' l l  r e t u r n  t o  Honolulu on t h e  1 3 t h  of t h i s  

l o  s Honolulu 
r e  t u r n  Honolulu 
month . ' 
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b. Hnub kaum peb lub  h l i s  no kuv 10s Honolulu. 
'I r e tu rned  / w i l l  r e t u r n  t o  Honolulu on the  

1 3 t h  of  t h i s  month.' 

6 )  a. Koj t u a j  txog l i g  mas kuv yuav muab nyom 
you come a r r i v i n g  l a t e  then I w i l l  t ake  g ra s s  
' I f  you g e t  he re  l a t e ,  I w i l l  have f i n i s h e d  

t x i a v  t a g  lawm. 
c u t  done a l r e a d y  
c u t t i n g  the  g r a s s  a l ready .  ' 

b. Koj t u a j  txog l i g  mas kuv muab nyom t x i a v  t ag  
'You've come l a t e  and I ' v e  f i n i s h e d  c u t t i n g  

l a w m .  
the  g r a s s  a l ready . '  

then -I A - m a  \ r:apj 
-cmpl 
+xpct 

take 

grass cut tag 

Figure 3. Structure tree for the sentence in (6)a 

The sen tence  i n  6)b  has  a coord ina te  s t r u c t u r e  
r a t h e r  than t h e  subord ina t e  s t r u c t u r e . o f  6 ) a  a s  shown 
i n  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  t r e e ;  t h a t  is,  t u a j  i n  6 )a  is sub- 
o r d i n a t e  t o  yuav. The r e s p e c t i v e  t r a n s l a t i o n s  se rve  
t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  s t r u c t u r e .  



7) a .  Kuv yuav t x i a v  ntawm i b  l e e g  i b  qhov 
I w i l l  cu t  p l ace  a t  one person one amount 
' ~ ' m  going t o  t ake  an  amount of money from 

n y i a j  . 
money 
each person.' 

b. Kuv t x i a v  ntawm i b  l e e g  i b  qhov n y i a j  . 
'I am tak ing  / have taken / w i l l  t a k e  an amount 

of money ...' 
8) a .  Peb yuav no j  peb-caug, hnub t i m  26 l u b  

we w i l l  e a t  t h i r t y  (-th) day o r d i n a l  26 bulk  
'We w i l l  e a t  t h e  New Year f e a s t  t h i s  December 

12 h l i s  n t u j  no mog. 
1 2  month t h i s  s u r e  
26. ' 

b. Peb no j  peb-caug hnub t i m  26 l u b  12  h l i s  n t u j  
'We w i l l  / d i d  e a t  t h e  New Year f e a s t  t h i s  

no mog. 
December 26. ' 

I t  is  c l e a r  from t h e s e  examples t h a t ,  w i th  few 
except ions,  t he  presence of  tau and yuav disambigu- 
a t e s  t h e  t e n s e  a spec t  of t h e  fo l lowing  verb. 

Tau can be r edup l i ca t ed  f o r  i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n .  I n  - 
9) and 10) i t  i n d i c a t e s  m u l t i p l i c i t y  of occas ions  i n  
the  pas t .  

9) Nws t a u  t a u  mus nram moos lawm. -- 
3P g o t  got  go below town a l r eady  
'She has  gone down t o  town many times. '  

10) Nws tsis t a u  t a u  mus nram moos lawm. 
3P n o t  got  g o t  go below town a l r eady  
'She has never  gone down t o  town.' 



I n  11) t a u  t a u  r e p r e s e n t s  an emphatic i n t e r -  
roga t ive .  

11) Koj puas t a u  t a u  rho -- t u s  pos? 
you whether go t  g o t  e x t r a c t  s t i c k  thorn 
'Did you g e t  t h e  tho rn  o u t  -- o r  not?  

Yuav cannot be redupl ica ted .  Sentence 12)  
i s  ungrammatical. 

12)  Peb yuav yuav paub s a u  ntawv Hmoob. 
we w i l l  w i l l  know w r i t e  paper Hmong 
' W e  w i l l  know how t o  w r i t e  l e t t e r s  i n  Hmong.' 

Some d i a l e c t s  o r  i n d i v i d u a l s  a l low yuav-tau a s  
a compound a u x i l i a r y  verb  t o  denote o b l i g a t i o n ,  a s  
i n  13 ) ,  

13) Kuv yuav-tau kawm l u s  no. 
I must s tudy  word t h i s  
'I have t o  s tudy  t h e s e  words.' 

b u t  more common f o r  o b l i g a t i o n  is  compound a u x i l i a r y  
yuav-tsum, as i n  14)  and 15) .  

1 4 )  Kuv yuav-tsum h a i s  qh ia  r a u  neb paub.. . 
I must s ay  inform t o  you 2 know 
'I have t o  t e l l  you two. ' 

15)  Koj yuav-tsum r a u  khau r a u  ko j  t x h a i s  taw! 
you must pu t  on shoe t o  you one of p a i r  f o o t  
'You must pu t  your  shoes on!' ( f a m i l i a r )  

Tsum and Muai 

Tsum is  i t s e l f  an a u x i l i a r y  verb meaning 'must' 
as shown i n  1 6 ) ,  an example from White Hmong i n  Thai- 
l and  g iven  by Smalley (1976: 122) .  

16) . . . tsis tsum n r h i a v  l e v  pua chaw. 
n o t  must s ea rch  mat spread  p l ace  ... ' don ' t  have t o  s ea rch  f o r  a  m a t  t o  spread out . '  

Again, yuav-tsum i s  much more common than tsum, a t  
l e a s t  i n  Xieng Khouang . 



The verb muaj 'have, posses s ,  e x i s t '  ha s ,  f o r  
some speakers ,  a corresponding a u x i l i a r y  verb ,  mean- 
i ng  'have been, p e r f e c t i v e , '  bu t  t h i s  i s  unacceptable  
t o  o t h e r  speakers .  One speaker  r e j e c t e d  another  
speaker ' s  use of mual i n  17)  b u t  accepted i t  i n  18) .  

17) Peb muaj 10s nyob ntawm no mas no no 
we have come s t a y  p l a c e  a t  t h i s  then  co ld  co ld  
'We have come t o  l i v e  he re  and i t ' s  very  very  

li nawb. 
SO s u r e  
cold! ' 

18) Daim l o j  ntawd y e e j  mua j t i ag -  t i a g  
shee t  b i g  t h a t  one from t h e  f i r s t  have s u r e l y  
'That b i g  p i ece  has  s u r e l y  been with you a l l  

nyob ntawm koj .  
be? a t  p l ace  a t  you 
along. ' 

The sentence  i n  18) might have been accepted  because 
muaj i n  18) may be perceived a s  an e x i s t e n t i a l  verb  
r a t h e r  than a s  an a u x i l i a r y  verb.  This  p o s s i b i l i t y  
i s  enhanced by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  nyob, though p re fe r r ed ,  
can be omit ted,  sugges t ing  t h a t  nyob he re  might be  a 
p repos i t i on  i n s t e a d  of a verb. I f  nyob i s  a preposi-  
t i o n ,  muai cannot be an a u x i l i a r y  verb. 

NON-AUXILIARY VERBS 

Tau and Yuav With Embedded Verb 

Both t a u  and yuav have corresponding non- 
a u x i l i a r y  verbs  which occur  a s  "ordinary" ve rbs  i n  
s e r i e s ;  t h a t  is ,  they  occur  with embedded s e n t e n t i a l  
complements b u t  do no t  impose a spec tua l  f e a t u r e s  on 
t h e i r  embedded verbs.  David Thomas (1971: 148) 
sugges ts  t h a t  non-auxi l iary ve rbs  d i f f e r  from aux i l -  
i a r y  verbs i n  t h a t  "de l e t ion  of them des t roys  t h e  
t r u t h  of t h e  sentences." Aspect i n  19) and 20) is  
ind ica t ed  by o t h e r  e lements  i n  t h e  sen tences .  



19) Kuv mam li xa wb daim duab t u a j  rau  
I p r e s e n t l y  send we2 shee t  form h i t h e r  t o  
'Soon I ' l l  send o u r  p i c t u r e  t o  you f o r  you t o  

k o j  t a u  s a i b .  - 
you g e t  look  a t  
(have t h e  oppor tun i ty  t o )  see. '  

20) Peb tab-tom yuav no j . 
we j u s t  g e t  e a t  
'We're j u s t  now ea t ing . '  

It may b e  t h a t  tau and yuav a s  non-auxi l iary 
ve rbs  c a r r y  a  bene fac t ive  connota t ion ,  t h a t  is, 'have 
t h e  good f o r t u n e  of  acqui r ing . '  This  is  t r u e  f o r  
t h e  corresponding l e x i c a l  i t em i n  o t h e r  Southeast  
Asian languages. Consider 21), which has a  condi- 
t i o n a l  a spec t  s i g n a l e d  by t h e  copula x. 
21) Yog peb tau nyob ua-ke, mas peb t a u  s i b  

be we g e t  s t a y  t o g e t h e r  then we g e t  t oge the r  
' I f  we could  l i v e  t o g e t h e r  then  we could t a l k  

tham. 
t a l k  
t oge the r .  ' 

I n  22) - t a u  is n o t  an a u x i l i a r y  verb  and there-  
f o r e  may be  preceded by a u x i l i a r y  verb  yuav. 

22) Tej-zaum kuv yuav t a u  mus n t s i b  nkawd tag-kis. 
maybe I w i l l  g e t  go meet p a i r  tomorrow 
'Maybe I ' ll  g e t  t o  go s e e  t h o s e  two tomorrow.' 

I n  23) t h e  f i r s t  - t a u  i s  an a u x i l i a r y  verb but  
t h e  second one is n o t  and is  preceded by a u x i l i a r y  
verb yuav. 

23) Kuv - t a u  hnov n e j  yuav tau t u a j  nrog peb mus 
I got  hea r  youPl w i l l  g e t  come with we go 
'I heard t h a t  you ' re  going t o  come and go with 

t x i a v  nyom. 
c u t  g r a s s  
us  t o  c u t  g ra s s . '  



Tau and Yuav With Noun 

Non-auxiliary verb  2, as an agent-sub j e c t  
( t h a t  is,  t r a n s i t i v e )  verb ,  can t ake  a  p a t i e n t  in-  
s t e a d  of a  s e n t e n t i a l  complement. Some examples a r e  
24) and 26)-28). 

24) Kuv - t a u  plaub tug  me-nyuam/nyuj . 
I g e t  f o u r  animate c h i l d  c a t t l e  
' I  have f o u r  children/cows. '  

I n  t h e  Vietnamese equ iva l en t  of t h e  sen tence  i n  
24),  8ddc ' a cqu i r e '  very  c l e a r l y  has  a  bene fac t ive  
connotat ion,  shown i n  25). 

25) ~ 8 i  &b'c b8n 8i% con. 
I g e t  f o u r  i n d i v i d u a l  c h i l d  
'I have ( t h e  good f o r t u n e  of  having) f o u r  ch i ld -  
ren. ' 

26) Naghmo k u v p o j n i a m g i b  tug  me-nyuam. 
yes te rday  I wi fe  g e t  one animate c h i l d  
'Yesterday my wi fe  had a  baby.' 

27)  Tabsis  tseem tsis tau t s e v  nyob xwb nawb mog. 
bu t  s t i l l  n o t  g e t  house s t a y  only s u r e  s u r e  
'We s t i l l  don' t  have a p l ace  t o  l i v e ! '  

28) Koj txhob xav li c a s  tias t s a m  tsis - t a u  kuv 
you don't  t h i n k  a s  how t h a t  maybe n o t  g e t  I 
'Don't worry if you can ' t  g e t  my p r i c e . '  

t u s  nqi .  
l i n e a r  p r i c e  

I n  29) t a u  is redup l i ca t ed .  - 

29) Kuv tseem tsis -- t a u  t a u  haujlwm ua. 
I s t i l l  n o t  g e t  g e t  work(noun) do 
'I haven ' t  g o t  ( j u s t  can ' t  g e t )  a  job ye t . '  

A s  a  non-auxi l iary agent-subject  source-locus 
verb,  yuav i s  more r e s t r i c t e d  than tau i n  i t s  meaning 
of 'ob ta in ,  acqui re . '  One very  s p e c i f i c  u se  is 'ob- 
t a i n  a  spouse (with o r  wi thout  money)': 



30) yuav t x i v  yuav pojniam 
' g e t  a husband' ' ge t  a wi fe '  

A very  common meaning of yuav i s  ' ob t a in  with 
money, buy,' as i n  31) and 32). 

31) Ob hnub no puas muaj neeg yuav kuv cov 
two day t h i s  whether have person buy I group 
'These days is  t h e r e  anyone buying my needle- 

p a j  -ntaub? 
s t i t c h e r y  
work? ' 

32) Yog nws nrog kuv yuav no, kuv xa mus r au  nws. 
be 3P wi th  I buy t h i s  I send away t o  3P 
' I f  she  buys t h i s  from me, I 'll send i t  t o  her . '  

Some Green Hmong speakers  say  yov f o r  a u x i l i a r y  
ve rb  yuav, b u t  t h i s  pronuncia t ion  i s  never  used f o r  
yuav 'buy. ' This  i s  shown i n  33) and 34) . 
33) Kuv yov/yuav mus yuav (*x) i b  da ig  ntaub seem 

I w i l l  go buy one s h e e t  c l o t h  re- 
' I ' m  going t o  go buy a l eng th  of remnant.' 

maining . 
34) Yog neeg h a j  tseem yov yuav paj-ntaub n t x i v  

be person s t i l l  s t i l l  w i l l  buy s t i t c h e r y  more 
' I f  people w i l l  s t i l l  be buying needlework some 

more. ' 

David S t r ecke r  (pe r sona l  communication) sugges ts  
t h a t  t h e  use  of  yov i s  a s t r e s s  reduct ion  from yuav, 
o r  t h a t  perhaps what o r i g i n a l l y  was s t r e s s  reduct ion  
has become a d i a l e c t  i d e n t i t y  form. 

Aux i l i a ry  ve rb  tsum 'must' a l s o  appears  t o  have 
a corresponding non-auxi l iary verb  meaning ' ob t a in ,  
acqu i r e . '  B e r t r a i s  (1979: 475) g ives  two examples: 



35) Kuv tsum i b  r ab  r i a m .  
-. 

I o b t a i n  one t o o l  k n i f e  
' I  have acqu i r ed  a  k n i f e . '  

36) Nws mus c o j  po j  niam tsis tsum. 
3P go f e t c h  w i f e  n o t  o b t a i n  
' H e  went t o  f i n d  a  w i f e  wi thout  success . '  

I n  36) tsurn may be a  r e s u l t a t i v e  verb .  

R e s u l t a t i v e  Tau 

Tau can occur  a s  an  embedded ve rb  which a c t s  a s  - 
a  r e s u l t a t i v e :  i t  s i g n a l s  t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n ,  success ,  
o r  a b i l i t y  of  t he  preceding  h i g h e r  verb .  Examples 
a r e  37) , 38) and 39). 

37) Wb muag tau n t x i v  l a m .  
we2 s e l l  g e t  more a l r e a d y  
'We two were a b l e  t o  s e l l  some more. ' 

38) Muaj hmoov av n t a u  mas peb t a w m  tsis -. t a u  
have d u s t  e a r t h  much then w e  go o u t  n o t  g e t  
'There was s o  much v o l c a n i c  a sh  w e  cou ldn ' t  

li lawm nawb. 
s o  a l r eady  s u r e  
go ou r s ide  a t  a l l . '  

39) Nws mus yuav tau cov h l a b  s i v  lam. 
3P go buy g e t  group s t r a n d  w a i s t  a l ready  
'She was a b l e  t o  buy some sashes . '  

A s t r u c t u r e  t r e e  f o r  39) ,  F igure  4,  shows tau a s  a n  
embedded verb ,  n o t  t h e  main ve rb  of  t h e  sen tence .  

R e s u l t a t i v e  tau is  common i n  t a g  ques t i ons  such 
a s  t h e  ones i n  40) and 41) .  

40) Kuv muab r au  k o j  lawm 10s tsis t a u ?  
I hand t o  you a l r eady  o r  n o t  g e t  
'Did I g i v e  i t  t o  you a l r e a d y ? '  



41) Thov k o j  pab nqa 10s r a u  kuv puas tau? 
r eques t  you h e l p  c a r r y  h i t h e r  t o  I whether g e t  
' P l ea se  he lp  m e  by b r ing ing  i t  t o  m e .  Can you 

do t h a t ?  ' 

S 

nus 
NP 

lam 
go 

I 1 yuav S 1 already 

F] +PAT strand NP 
I 

[+N1 siv 
waist 

[+NI 

Figure  4. Structure tree for the sentence in (39) 

Without thov, t he  s en t ence  i n  41) could be more in- 
formal ly  g lo s sed  a s ,  'Help m e  by b r ing ing  i t  t o  me, 
OK?' I n  42) ,  a .  is  p r e f e r r e d  b u t  b. and c. a r e  a l s o  
q u i t e  accep tab l e .  They a l l  mean e s s e n t i a l l y  t h e  
same. 

42) a .  Koj h a i s  l u s  Hmoob puas - t au?  
you say  word Hmong whether  g e t  
'Can you speak  Hmong language? '  

b. Koj h a i s  l u s  Hmoob t a u  10s tsis t au?  
you say  word Hmong g e t  o r  n o t  g e t  
'Can you speak Hmong language? '  

c. Koj h a i s  l u s  Hmoob t a u  tsis t au?  
you say  word Hmong g e t  n o t  g e t  
'Can you speak Hmong language? '  



0 t h e r  Non-Auxiliary Verbs 

There are o t h e r  ve rbs  which t a k e  embedded -sen- 
t e n t i a l  complements, such a s  - pab 'he lp '  i n  41) above 
and 43) h e r e ,  and paub 'know' i n  44).  

43) Ntawm kuv cov paj-ntaub uas  kuv muab r au  
p l a c e  a t  I group s t i t c h e r y  which I hand t o  
' A s  f o r  my needlework which I gave t o  you t o  

k o j  & muag.. . 
you h e l p  s e l l  
he lp  s e l l  ...' 

44) Kuv tsis paub pauv daim t shev  no. 
I n o t  know exchange s h e e t  check t h i s  
'I don ' t  know how t o  cash t h i s  check.' 

However, t h e s e  ve rbs  w i t h  embedded s e n t e n t i a l  
complements do n o t  impose an a s p e c t  on t h e  embed- 
ded verb  and they can be  preceded by ano the r  verb.  
I n  45) - pab, w i t h  embedded ve rb  muag, is  preceded by 
the  verb paub. 

45) Peb tsis paub & muag paj-ntaub nawb. 
w e  n o t  know h e l p  s e l l  s t i t c h e r y  s u r e  
'We don ' t  know how t o  h e l p  se l l  needlework.' 

I n  46) paub, w i t h  embedded ve rb  s au ,  i s  preceded by 
the  a u x i l i a r y  ve rb  yuav. 

46) Peb yuav paub s a u  ntawv Hmoob mus xyuas lawv. 
w e  w i l l  know w r i t e  paper  Hmong away v i s i t  they 
' W e ' l l  know how t o  w r i t e  l e t t e r s  i n  Hmong t o  

g r e e t  them.' 

Therefore ,  t h e s e  verbs--in t h i s  ca se ,  pab and -- paub-- 
a r e  no t  cons idered  t o  be a u x i l i a r y  v e r b s ,  bu t  w h a t  
I would c a l l  r e g u l a r  ve rbs  i n  series. 



NOTES 

*An e a r l i e r  ve r s ion  of t h i s  paper was read by David 
S t r ecke r  and Stan ley  S t a r o s t a  and I a p p r e c i a t e  t h e i r  
h e l p f u l  comments. For f a m i l i a r i t y  w i th  Hmong lan- 
guage, I am indebted  t o  my many Hmong f r i e n d s  who 
have c o n t i n u a l l y  encouraged my e f f o r t s  through t h e i r  
f r i e n d l y  suppor t  and through conversa t ions ,  l e t t e r s ,  
and e l i c i t e d  responses.  E s p e c i a l l y  h e l p f u l  have 
been M r .  Vangkoua Cheurtong, M s .  Y i  Vang, M s .  Joua 
Vang, M s .  Tong Vang, and M r .  Cheng Lee, a l l  White 
Hmong from Xieng Khouang; M r .  Neng Chue Yang, Green 
Hmong from Xieng Khouang; and M s .  Youa Yang and M s .  
S a i  Xiong, White Hmong from Sayaboury. 

1. Sebtence s t r u c t u r e  t r e e s  a r e  based on a  l e x i -  
c a l i s t  a n a l y s i s  i n  which ca tegory  l a b e l s  a r e  
s t a t e d  a s  f e a t u r e s  of l e x i c a l  i tems r a t h e r  than 
a s  node l a b e l s ,  and phrase  heads a r e  i nd ica t ed  
by v e r t i c a l  branches ( S t a r o s t a  1981: 5 3 f f ) .  
Since phrases  such as S, NP, and PP a r e  i d e n t i -  
f i a b l e  by t h e  category of t h e  l e x i c a l  phrase  
head (V, N, and P, r e s p e c t i v e l y ) ,  a l l  node 
l a b e l s  a r e  unnecessary. However, phrase  l a b e l s  
are noted he re  f o r  r e a d a b i l i t y .  Only those  lex- 
i c a l  f e a t u r e s  r e l e v a n t  t o  t he  d i scuss ion  a r e  
shown. The fo l lowing  l i s t  of abb rev ia t ions  
i d e n t i f i e s  t h e  names of  t h e  l e x i c a l  f e a t u r e s  
given i n  t h e  t r e e s .  

acqn 
AGT 
a u x l  
C 
cmp 1 
drvd 
LOC 
N 
NM 
P  
PAT 
rslt  

adverb. Unless marked [ + r e s t r i c t i v e ] ,  ad- 
ve rbs  fo l low t h e  ve rbs  they modify. 
a c q u i s i t i o n  ( see  no te  2) 
agent case  r e l a t i o n  
a u x i l i a r y  ( see  n o t e  3) 
conjunct ion  
complet ive a spec t  
de r ived  
locus  c a s e  r e l a t i o n  
noun 
nominative case  form: grammatical s u b j e c t  
p r e p o s i t i o n  
p a t i e n t  c a s e  r e l a t i o n  
r e s u l t a t i v e  [ - r e s l t ]  3 [+[+V]-] 



rstr r e s t r i c t i v e .  A l e x i c a l  i t e m  marked [ + r s t r ]  
precedes t h e  i t e m  t o  which i t  is  an  a t t r i -  
b u t e ;  i .e . ,  a  [ + r s t r ]  adverb precedes  t h e  
ve rb  i t  modif ies .  

s o r c  source  
s t t v  s t a t i v e  
V ve rb  
xpc t  e x p e c t a t i v e  a s p e c t  

The f e a t u r e  ' a c q u i s i t i o n '  i s  n o t  an  atomic fea-  
t u r e  b u t  r e p r e s e n t s  a  combination o f  f e a t u r e s  
such a s  source ,  c e n t e r ,  pos se s s ion ,  e t c .  This  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  is  used h e r e  f o r  s i m p l i f i c a t i o n .  
A r u l e  f o r  de r iv ing  a u x i l i a r y  ve rbs  from non- 
a u x i l i a r y  ve rbs  which are marked f o r  a c q u i s i t i o n  
i s  hypothesized a s  fo l l ows ,  though f u r t h e r  in-  
v e s t i g a t i o n  may prove t h a t  a u x i l i a r i e s  can be 
der ived  from o t h e r  than a c q u i s i t i o n  verbs .  

This  r u l e  s t a t e s  t h a t  an agent -subjec t  ( t r a n s i -  
t i v e )  verb  which i s  marked f o r  a c q u i s i t i o n  may 
produce an a u x i l i a r y  verb.  For more f e a t u r e s  of 
a u x i l i a r y  verbs ,  s e e  n o t e  3. 

3. A verb  wi th  t h e  f e a t u r e  [ + a u x i l i a r y ]  nas  a t  
l e a s t  t he  f e a t u r e s  shown i n  redundancy r u l e  1. 

This  r u l e  s t a t e s  t h a t  an a u x i l i a r y  ve rb  must be  
followed by ano the r  verb ,  cannot be  preceded by 
another  (h igher )  verb ,  may n o t  t ake  an agent  case  
r e l a t i o n ,  and t akes  a  p a t i e n t  s u b j e c t .  



4. I n  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  t r e e s  he re ,  t h e  f e a t u r e  [+[+AGT]] 
i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  agent  i s  o b l i g a t o r y  i n  t he  environ- 
ment of t h e  verbs  so  marked. Actua l ly ,  agent  is  
an  o p t i o n a l  s u b j e c t  f o r  agen t ive  verbs:  [+([+ 
AGT]) 1. Urlless o therwise  marked, ve rbs  wi th  t h e  
f e a t u r e  [- [+AGT] ] have p a t i e n t  s u b j e c t s .  

5. The g l o s s  'whether '  f o r  puas has been suggested 
by David S t r e c k e r  (personal  communication). 
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SOME SECRET LANGUAGES OF THE HMONG 

Maria Der r i ckaescua ,  J u d i t h  Berman, 
and Mary Beth Carlson 

INTRODUCTION 

This paper is a prel iminary explora t ion of some 
types of disguised speech o r  ' s ec re t  language, '  ca l led  
l u s  rov (' turn-speak') i n  Hmong. Our i n t e r e s t  was 
st imulated by a 1957 a r t i c l e  "A Miao Secre t  Language," 
which appeared i n  P u r n e l l ' s  1972 c o l l e c t i o n  of l i n -  
g u i s t i c  a r t i c l e s  on Miao and Yao i n  China. 

Chinese scholars  reported t h e  exis tence  of a 
Miao ' s e c r e t  language.' A i  Ch'ing (1972) s t a t e s  t h a t  
the  method of phonetic d i s t o r t i o n  i s  t o  expand each 
s y l l a b l e  i n t o  two, s o  t h a t  /ko / ' I ,  m e '  becomes /ky s o / ,  
/kau/ 'you' becomes /ky s a u l ,  and s o  on. Between the 
i n i t i a l  and t h e  v o c a l i c  segments of the  s y l l a b l e ,  y 
and s a r e  inser ted .  The tone of the  o r i g i n a l ,  ordinary 
~ i a o s ~ l l a b l e  is redupl ica ted ,  so  t h a t  both ' s ec re t  
language' s y l l a b l e s  have the  same tone. 

A second method is  t o  i n s e r t  a t h i r d  s y l l a b l e  
between t h e  two s y l l a b l e s  - t h e  s y l l a b l e  / tga /  (mean- 
ing less )  according t o  A i  Ch'ing, o r  the  s y l l a b l e  
/ t ~ a u /  ' t o  y e l l  or  c r y  o u t '  according t o  Chu T'ing 
(1972). Thus, t h e  word /ko/ becomes /ky tqa  so/ .  
This method makes the  ' s e c r e t  language' even more 
d i f f i c u l t  f o r  t h e  u n i n i t i a t e d  l i s t e n e r  t o  understand. 

According t o  A i  Ch'ing, " t h i s  language i s u s e d  so 
e x c l u s i v e l y b y t h e  l o c a l  women tha teven the i rownhus-  
bands cannot understand a s i n g l e  word of it" (1972: 235). 
According t o  Chu T'ing, however, the  s e c r e t  language 
"is shared by a minori ty of both men and women i n  the  
community, not  j u s t  by a few woment' (1972: 237). 

The examples of l u s  rw i n  t h i s  paper were given 
by t h r e e  Hmong speakers from Xieng Khoang Province i n  
eas te rn  Laos: 



Ngia Vang - 18; White Hmong man; s i n g l e ;  nephew of 
Ka  Thao; l e f t  Laos i n  1978; i n  Thailand 
f o r  2 years;  came t o  Phi ladelphia  i n  
1980; speaks Hmong, Laotian,  Thai,  
some French and English. 

Ka Thao - 27; White h o n g  woman; married; came t o  
the  United S t a t e s  i n  about 1978; speaks 
Hmong , Laotian, Thai,  some French and 
English. 

Pang Xiong - 37; White Hmong woman; married; came t o  
Phi ladelphia  on March 13,  1979. Speaks 
Hmong, Thai,  Laotian and English. 

A t  the time t h e  d a t a  w e r e  co l l ec ted  (from May t o  
August 1981), a l l  t h e  Hmong speakers were l i v i n g  i n  
West Philadelphia and had worked a s  informants i n  a 
s e r i e s  of f i e l d  methods courses on Hmong taught by one 
of the  authors a t  the  Univers i ty  of Pennsylvania. 
These courses were given from January t o  August 1981. 

We wish t o  thank Ka Thao, Ngia Vang and Pang 
Xiong f o r  t h e i r  help i n  preparing t h i s  paper. They 
have been very p a t i e n t  and generous with t h e i r  time 
while working wi th  us  on t h e i r  language, both during 
c l a s s  and ou t s ide  c lass .  

PROCESSES AND VARIANTS 

Lus rov c o n s i s t s  of a set of processes which apply 
t o  every s y l l a b l e  of an u t terance .  These processes 
rearrange and/or expand the  o r i g i n a l  s y l l a b l e s  while 
maintaining t h e  approved canonical  f o m s  of s y l l a b l e s  : 

Onset Peak Coda 
3 V1+T 2 N 

1 
0 0 

C = Consonant, V = Vowel, T = Tone, N = Nasal Consonant 

In  our examples we have found four  processes;  these  
are:  



1 - Metathesis;  

2 - P a r t i a l  r edup l i ca t ion  of t h e  o r i g i n a l  s y l l a -  
b l  e 

3 - Consonant and vowel supple t ion  - s y l l a b l e  
p a r t i a l s  r e s u l t i n g  from process 2 a r e  f i l l e d  
ou t  wi th  spec i f i ed  consonants o r  vowels t o  
maintain s y l l a b l e  s t r u c t u r e ;  

4 - Word supple t ion  - A complete nonsense s y l l a -  
b l e  is added. 

E i the r  one, two, o r  t h r e e  of these  four processes can 
be used t o  produce a  p a r t i c u l a r  v a r i a n t  of l u s  rov. 
Fur ther ,  i n  the  simpler  types,  t h e  o r i g i n a l  l e x i c a l  
items a r e  included i n t a c t  a s  p a r t  of t h e  expanded 
ut terance .  I n  t h e  more complex types t h e  o r i g i n a l  
l e x i c a l  items a r e  completely disguised.  

Pang Xiong a l s o  demonstrated l u s  rov i n  English. 
In  t h e  example w e  obtained,  t h e  English i s  s y l l a b i f i e d ,  
and t h e  s y l l a b l e s  a r e  then r e s t r u c t u r e d  t o  conform 
more c l o s e l y  t o  f iong  s y l l a b i c  cons t ra in t s .  The - l u s  
rov processes then apply t o  these  s y l l a b l e s .  - 

The examples below a r e  arranged from the  more 
simple t o  t h e  more complex, i n  terms of t h e  degree of 
concealment of t h e  o r i g i n a l  l e x i c a l  items and t h e  num- 
ber  of processes which have been applied t o  the  
o r i g i n a l .  I n  each example t h e  speaker,  the  processes 
which apply ( 1  - meta thes i s ,  2 - p a r t i a l  redupl ica t ion ,  
3 - consonant o r  vowel supple t ion ,  and 4 - word 
supple t ion)  and a  formula represent ing  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  
v a r i a n t  of l u s  rov a r e  given. Also included a r e  a  
phonetic  t r a n s c r i p t i o n  and an orthographic representa-  
t i o n  of t h e  o r i g i n a l  Hmong i n  t h e  Romanized Popular 
Alphabet (RPA) , a s  w e l l  a s  a  phonetic  and RPA repre-  
s e n t a t i o n  of the  u t t e rance  i n  l u s  rov. The following 
symbols a r e  used: 

C1,V1 = Consonants and vowels i n  t h e  o r i g i n a l  
l e x i c a l  i t e m .  I f  a  s y l l a b i c  peak contains 
two vowels, they a r e  represented a s  V and 

1 
v2 



/ ua / , / c / , / t ee /  = Consonants and vowels or  s y l l a b l e s  
added by supple t ion  

< > = Hmong w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  RPA orthography 

( ) = S y l l a b l e  boundaries i n  the  formulae 

1 [ ] = Phonetic t r a n s c r i p t i o n  

EXAPPLES 

Speaker: Ka Thao 

Processes: 1 - Metathesis  of t h e  s y l l a b l e  peaks and 
codas of t h e  f i r s t  and l a s t  l e x i c a l  
i t a n s  i n  t h e  u t t e r a n c e  

Variant:  CIVIT1.-.CV T I C V  T . C V  T 
2 2 2  1 2 2'. 2 1 1  

( l u s  rov) 

RPA: @Emus tom teb)-> ( k e m u s  tom tuv) 

English: I go t o  farm. 
' I  go t o  t h e  farm.' 

a Speaker: Pang Xiong 

Processes: 2 - P a r t i a l  r edup l i ca t ion  - of o r i g i n a l  
vowel 
3 - Consonant supple t ion  - l o /  added; 
tone supple t ion  - / t one  s/ added 

Variant:  ( o r i g i n a l )  + ( / c /  + v1(v2) + / t one  b / )  

k v 
Original :  LY!~L g!~ yua mu cua 

(xyoo no nk ias  yuav mus yuav t x i v  s a i  no)(RPA) 



I- r C  r r 
LYS rov: L G ~  c n c h,y cey yua ... I 

(xyoo ncoob nos ncob nkiasnciab yuav> (RPA) 

r L/ r L r  
[La mu ncub cua cua tsi  c l  . -4 
Gcuab mus ncub yuav ncuab t x i s  ncib) (RPA) 

(sais ncaib nos ncob) (RPA) 

English: This year Gai l  must go marry very soon. 
'This year Gai l  must go to  ge t  married 

very soon. ' 

Speaker: Pang Xiong 

Processes: 2 - P a r t i a l  redupl icat ion - of the  
o r ig ina l  consonant 
3 - Vowel suppletion - /ua/ 

Variant: (o r ig ina l )  + (C, + /ua/ -t /tone s/ )  
- 

I 

L, t V I - I -  
Original: a a k yua mu l a i  ku nj3 n j ~ .  .a 

(ma r i a  koj yuav mus a i s  kuv nco nco) (RPA) 

r3 k 21 
<koj heev heev) (RPA) 

r L r L D k  
Lus rov : E a  mka l i a  lua  k kua yua mu . . .] 

(ma muas l i a g  luas  koj kuas yuav mus) (RPA) 

t L b  L i - k  L 
h$a ? a i  lua ku kua nj2 n-p njua . . .] 
(muas a i s  uas kuv kuas nco nco ncuas) 

L [ kua h s  Erj hd 
(koj kuas heev heev huas) (RPA) 



English: Maria you must go and I m i s s  you a l o t .  
'Maria, you must go and I w i l l  m i s s  yo11 

very  much. ' 

Speaker: Pang Xiong 

Processes: The same a s  i n  t h e  example above, bu t  
i n  t h i s  case  appl ied  t o  English. 

'English':  p a i  l a i  gou t u  g e i  m e  li] 

I l i k e  go t o  g e t  married 

L l -  L t  l- 6, 
=us rov: bgi 7ua l a i  l u a  gou gua t u . . 3 . 

(ais uas  l a i v  l u a  nkaus nkuas thus) (RPA) 

<thuas nkev nkuas m e  muas l i j  l u a q  (RPA) 

Speaker: Pang Xiong 

Processes: 2 - P a r t i a l  r edup l i ca t ion  - of t h e  
o r i g i n a l  vowel 
3 - Consonant supple t ion  - / Y /  added t o  
o r i g i n a l  vowel 
4 - Word supple t ion  - / toob/ o r  / t eeb /  
added 

Variant: ( o r i g i n a l  + tone m) + ( / toob/  o r  / teeb/  
+ tone b) + ( l y l  + Vl + / t one  b / )  

h h  I, I- k I - .  
Original :  k a  l i a  k, yua mu t a i  ku nj3 nj3 ...I 

( ~ a  r i a  ko j yuav mus a i s  kuv nco nco) (RPA) 

(koj heev heev li) (RPA) 



<mam teeb  yab l iam teeb y iab  kom toob) 

(yob yuav teeb  yuab mum toob yub aim) 

(toob ya ib  kum toob yub ncom ncom toob) 

(yob kom toob yob heev heev teeb yib) 

(lim toob yeeb) 

English: Maria you must go and I m i s s  you very 
much. 

 aria, you must go and I w i l l  m i s s  you 
very  much. ' 

I Speaker: NgiaVang 

Processes: 2 - P a r t i a l  r edup l i ca t ion  - of the  
o r i g i n a l  vowels 
3 - Consonant supple t ion  - add i t ion  of 
/ c /  and /I/ 

Var iant :  ( o r i g i n a l )  + (/c/ + vlT1) + ( / 1 /  + vlT1) 

t vr 
Original :  3 pua mua s i a  a? & 2-1 . . J 

(koj puas muaj s i a b  nrog peb mus t&) 



t I - P I -  
cua l u a  mua cua ..(l -- 

(koj co j  l o j  puas cuas l u a s  muaj cuaj) 

r r r f i r  
G k a  ~ i a  c i a  l i a  c g  13 pe . . J  
(luaj s i a b  c iab  l i a b  nrog cog log peb) 

<ceb l e b  mus cus l u s  tom corn l o m  teb) 

[L L] 
(ceb leb) 

English: You can l i k e  with u s  go t o  farm. 
'Would you l i k e  t o  go t o  t h e  farm wi th  

us?  ' 

These f i r s t  f i v e  v a r i a n t s  a l l  inc lude  the  o r i g i n a l  
ut terance a s  p a r t  of t h e  l u s  rov form. The next  set 
of examples shows t h e  v a r i a n t s  i n  which t h e  o r i g i n a l  
l ex ica l  i t e m  is  omitted. 

Speaker: Pang Xiong 

Processes: 2  - P a r t i a l  r edup l i ca t ion  - of t h e  
o r i g i n a l  consonant; of the  f i r s t  vowel 
of t h e  o r i g i n a l  peak, i f  i t  contained 
a  vowel c l u s t e r ;  and then of t h e  com- 
p l e t e  o r i g i n a l  peak 
3 - Consonant and vowel supple t ion  - 
add i t ion  of /cov/ and / r / .  

Variant:  (Cl + loo1 + / t one  vl) (11-1 + v1(V2) + T1) 

t - t r  I -  r 
Original :  p o l )  n3 geY yua mu yua tsi I- s a l  I-. +I n3 

(xyoo no G a i l  yuav mus yuav t x i  s a i  no) 



[. v r  I- r ..I LUS rov: sYo3 ray no7 r o  go3 

{xyoo ncos noog ncos nkoov yes yoov) 

V I - P ~ I -  r V 
[rua mol) r u  yo3 rua  t s o 3  r i  . .] 

(yuav moov yus yoov yuav txoov rhia) 

<soov n c a i  noov nco) 

English: This year Ga i l  must go marry very soon. 
'This year Gai l  must go t o  g e t  married 

very soon. ' 

Speaker: Ngia Vang and Pang Xiong 

Processes: 1 - Metathesis  
3 - Consonant and vowel supplet ion -/I/ 
and e i t h e r  / a  + tone b /  o r  / ee  + tone v /  
a r e  added. 
/ a /  o r  l e e /  a r e  added randomly through- 
ou t  a phrase o r  sentence,  but  t h e  l a s t  
word must end i n  /ee l .  

Variant: ( / I /  + V + T1)(C1 + l a  + tone b / )  
1 l e e  + tone v /  

Two vers ions  of t h e  sample sentence w e r e  produced. 

Or iginal  : h k i  $u k?] 

(kuv h a i s  r au  koj) 

I - I - r f '  
 us rov: 1 k kk3 1 ha lou ha 19 k k d  

(luv keev l a i s  ha l au  rab l o j  keev) 

I- I-. b r b  
2- ka l a 1  he) lou 4a 13 ktr] 

{luv ka l a i s  heev lau  rab l o j  keev) 

English: ' I  speak t o  you. ' 



Speaker: Pang Xiong 

Processes: 1 - Metathesis  
2 - P a r t i a l  r edup l ica t ion  - of o r i g i n a l  
consonant 
3 - Consonant supple t ion - addi t ion  of 
/I/; vowel supple t ion - addi t ion  of / a /  
p lus  / tone  b /  and /eel p lus  / tone  v / .  

Variant: ( I l l  + V1+ T1)(C1 + / a /  + / tone  b/)  

L? C- I- 
Original  : mu to? n io  yau] 

{kuv mus tom nws yauj) 

(luj kas keev luv mab meev lob dab) 

I - r v  r i/ kee3 l i o  na nerj l au  ya ye3] 

{deev l i o  nab neev l a u  yab yeev) 

English: ' I  go t o  New York. ' 

USES OF LUS ROV 

According t o  t h e  Chinese l i n g u i s t  who s tudied 
l u s  rov i n  Sichuan Province, only women w e r e  a b l e  t o  -- 
speak and understand it i n  t h e  v i l l a g e  i n  which he  
worked. However, a second Chinese l i n g u i s t  studying 
Hmong i n  the  same town s t a t e d  t h a t  l u s  rov was spoken 
by only a small number of people, but  t h a t  t h i s  number 
included both men and women. This has been our f ind-  
ing a lso .  

Lus rov is used, according t o  our t h r e e  infor-  
mants, by teenagers and young married couples from t h e  
ages of about 14 t o  25 t o  keep t h e i r  conversat ions 
from being understood by o u t s i d e r s  o r  o lde r  people. 
Both young men and young women speak i t ,  and i t  is 
of ten  used i n  court ing.  This s i t u a t i o n  may be changing 



now i n  t h e  United S t a t e s ;  w e  w e r e  to ld  t h a t  fewer 
young people are learning i t  now ( see  Appendix 11).  

On a recen t  t r i p  t o  Port land,  Oregon, one of the  
authors had t h e  opportunity t o  d i scuss  l u s  rov with 
some of t h e  Hmong speakers working wi th  researchers  - .  

from t h e  Northwest Regional ~ d u c a t i o n a l  Laboratory. 
One of t h e  o lder  women spoke b r i e f l y  i n  l u s  rov,  but 
only a f t e r  a l l  men, both Jhong and non-Hmong, had been 
asked t o  leave.  This suggests  t h a t  not  only a r e  the re  
many v a r i e t i e s  of l u s  rov wi th in  one region,  but t h a t  
s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c  r u l e s  governing when v a r i e t i e s  may be 
used a l s o  vary  from region t o  region. The Hmong 
woman l i v i n g  i n  Port land was from the  town of Kassa 
i n  t h e  Say Bouri Province of southwestern Laos. The 
r e s t  of our informants a r e  a l l  from Xieng Khoang 
Province. 

Ngia Vang, t h e  only male speaker of l u s  rov we 
have worked wi th  t o  d a t e ,  learned the  s e c r e t  language 
at t h e  age of about 12 from h i s  f a t h e r .  This contra- 
d i c t s  t h e  purpose of learning l u s  rov s t a t e d  above, 
namely t h a t  of concealing speech from elders .  However, 
t h e  l a r g e  number of v a r i a n t s  t h a t  we learned from 
such a small number of informants may have been de- 
veloped with t h e  i n t e n t i o n  of generat ing new v a r i e t i e s  
not  known t o  adu l t s .  Conklin explains the  mul t ip l ic-  
i t y  of types of ba l ik tad ,  a  Tagalog speech d i sgu i se ,  
i n  j u s t  t h i s  way; ' t h e  bas ic  range of types ... has 
apparently remained about t h e  same.. . (but)  constant 
modificat ions are being made i n  the  usage of various 
l o c a l i t i e s ,  small  groups, f ami l i e s ,  and even individ- 
u a l s  (Conklin, 1956: 139). 

This seems t o  be t h e  case  among the  Hmong a l so .  
Informal d iscuss ions  wi th  o ther  h o n g  revealed t h a t  
each Jhong v i l l a g e  may have i ts  own v a r i a n t  of l u s  rov 
which is u n i n t e l l i g i b l e  t o  people from o ther  v i l l a g e s .  
Therefore, a  boy and a g i r l  from d i f f e r e n t  v i l l a g e s  
may encounter d i f f i c u l t i e s  because they do not  speak 
t h e  same v a r i a n t  of l u s  rov. 



APPENDIX I: A TEXT I N  LUS ROV AND I N  HMONG GIVEN BY 
NGIA VANG AND TRANSCRIBED BY NGIA VANG AND KA THAO 

Hmong 

1 - (kuv nrog koj  mus ua s i> 
I wi th  you go play/hang out  

' I  w i l l  go play wi th  you.' 

2 - (nej puas nrog peb mus tom teb?) 
You(2) ques t ion  wi th  u s  go t o  farm 

'Can you two go t o  t h e  farm wi th  us? '  

3 - (kuv h a i s  rau  koj) 
I speak t o  you 

'I say t o  you. ' 

4 - (koj puas nrog peb mus ua si?) 
you quest ion wi th  u s  go playlhang ou t  

'Can you go wi th  us  t o  p lay? '  

5 - (nej tsis txhos dag rau peb; peb muaj siab.. .) 
you-all no t  l i e  t o  u s  w e  l i k e  

(have hea r t )  
(nrog nej) 

t o  you-all 
'Don't l i e  t o  us ;  w e  l i k e  you.' 

6 - (peb yuav ua li cas  nrog ne j$  
we ques t ion  do how f o r  you-all 

'What can w e  do f o r  you?' 

Hmong Text (above) i n  Lus Rov 

1 - (loj kab log nreev luv  kab l u s  mab l u a  ab . . .> 
p r *  i / i / b t r  k r 

D 3  ka 13 n b 3  1u ko l u  ma 3 1ua ?a ..J 
<koj nrog kuv mus ua ...> 



2 - (lej neev l u a s  pab log nrab l e b  peev l u s  mab . . i) CF L ' K n4o b r b  k r  
l e  ne l u a  pa 3 l e  pe3 1u ma . . .] 
<nej pua s nrog peb ,US ...> 

6 o m  t a b  l e b  teev) 

k: t5 L- 24 
(tom teb.) 

3 - (luv kab l a i s  hab l a u  rab  l o j  keev) 

L/ F r I- r P I /  
kog l a i  ha lou (a 19 keg] 

(kuv ha is rau  koj.) 

4 - <loj  kab l u a j  peev log  nrab l e b  peev l u s  mab . . .) 
I- r ' I- r&rJ 1u mJ G 3  ka l u a  peg 13 naa l e  

(koj puas n r  og P eb mus> 

(lua ab  li seev?) 

5 - (lej neev l is  tshab l ag  deev l a u  r a b  l e b  peev; .. .) 

{nej tsis dag r au peb; . . .) 
(leb peev l u a j  mab l i a b  seev laub rab  l e j  neev.) 

r lJ r r r  
[le perj l u a  ma l i a  6 4  E 4: 1Pe k '3- 1 

(P eb mua j s i a b  mag ne j  .) 

6 - (leb peev luav yeev l u a  ab li cab3 log rab  le j  neev) 

(P eb yuav ua li eas nrog nej?)  



APPENDIX 11: NGIA VANG TALKING ABOUT THE USE OF 
LUS ROV; TRANSCRIBED BY NGIA VANG AND KA THAO 

1 - (1b yam li t h i a b  thaum uas  nws muaj i b  khub.. . 
one example when beginning it have one couple 

niam t x i v  uas txawm f s h i a G 4 )  

wifelhusband ? s t a r t  new 

'An example: t h e r e  i s  a newlywed couple. . . ' 
2 - (ES l a w  tsis xav pub l a w  cov l u s  r a u  . . . 

And they don ' t  want they c l f .  speech t o  

l e e  j twg paub .) 
anybody understand. 

'They don ' t  want anybody t o  understand what they 
say. ..' 

3 - (10s yos h a i s  t i a s  muaj i b  khub h luas  nkauj . . . 
and have one couple g i r l f r i e n d  

h luas  nraug tshiab.) 

boyfriend new 

' and a new da t ing  couple. ' 

4 -   as l a w  tsis xav pub law cov l u s  r a u  . . . 
Do they don1 t l i k e  they c l f  . speech t o  

l e e j  twg ~ a u b . )  

anybody understand 

'Don't want anybody t o  understand what they say. '  



5 -<Mas thaumntawd l a w  li mam l o  s i v  cov ... 
now t h e r e  they w i l l  come use  c l f .  

l u s  rov no .) 
s e c r e t  lang. t h i s  

'Now they w i l l  u se  t h i s  s e c r e t  language here. '  

6 -  a as ua yam h a i s  tias l e e j  cwg tsi . . . 
w i l l  do i n  s e c r e t  speak t a l k  other no 

people 

muaj l e e j  twg paub.) 

have o the r  understand 
people 

'They w i l l  speak i n  s e c r e t  and no o the r  people 
w i l l  understand.' 

7 - {~kawd cov l u  li.) 

they (2) speak 

'They speak ...' 
8 - (Thiab nkawd cov l u s  rov no mas yog . . . 

and they(2) c l f .  s e c r e t  lang. t h i s  l i k e  t h i s  

i b  cov l u s  s i v  rau  tub hluas  n txhais  hluas.) 

one c l f .  speech use  t o  boy young g i r l  young 

'and they two, t h e  young boy and t h e  young g i r l ,  
use t h e  s e c r e t  language t o  converse' 

9 -  a as yog li ntawd lawv cov tub hluas  n txhais  . . . 
Like t h i s  t h e r e  they c l f .  boy young g i r l  

h luas  mas law nyiam s i v  heev.) 

young w i l l  they l i k e  use a l o t .  

' A l l  t h e  young men and young women l i k e  t o  use  
( i t )  a l o t . '  



/ 10 - \Lawv t h i a j  li kawm cov lus no.) 

They s t a r t  now s tudy speak t h i s  

'They t r y  t o  l e a r n  t o  speak l i k e  t h i s . '  

11 - (LOS s i v  rau  txhua . Lub s i j  hawm thaum lawv ... 
Come use t o  every c l f .  time when they 

s i b  tham .) 
speak 

'They use  i t  a l l  t h e  t i m e  when they speak. '  

Phonetic Phonemic Orthographic 

SYMBOLS : 
+ c c c Voiceless a l v e o p a l a t a l  

s t o p  wi th  p a l a t a l  re- 
1 ease 

Y N s s XY Voiceless a l v e o p a l a t a l  
f r i c a t i v e  w i t h  p a l a t a l  
r e l e a s e  

tS t S  t x  Voiceless t i p  d e n t a l  
a f f r i c a t e  

h f r Voiced r e t r o f l e x  s t o p  
wi th  f r i c a t i v e  release 

$ d d Voiced r e t r o f l e x  s t o p  
4 

"3 "3 00 nasa l ized  o 

TONES : 

High b 

I\ High F a l l i n g  j 

0 Low r i s i n g  v 

L Low S 

P@ Breathy g 

Glo t t a l i zed  m 

k Mid b 



NOTES 

1. There are discrepancies  between t h e  phonetic 
t r a n s c r i p t i o n  and t h e  RPA i n  some cases. The 
phonetic t r a n s c r i p t i o n  i s  what t h e  English 
speaking authors  heard. Hmong informants lis- 
tened t o  t h e  tapes  and wrote t h e  RPA. 

2. The speaker changed t h e  order of t h e  subject  and 
t h e  object  of t h i s  sentence i n  t h e  o r i g i n a l  and 
i n  t h e  l u s  rov version.  

3. This i s  our only example of a word which does not 
undergo a l l  of t h e  processes applying t o  the  
rest of t h e  u t terance .  

4 .  1 is  the  symbol used i n  Hmong orthography t o  
Lndicate redup l ica t ion  of t h e  previous sy l l ab le .  

REFERENCES 

Ch'ing, A i .  1972. A Miao Secre t  Language. I n  Miao 
and Yao L ingu i s t i c  Studies:  Selected Ar t i c les  
i n  Chinese, H.C. Purne l l ,  ed. I thaca ,  New York: 
Cornell  Universi ty Southeast Asian Program. 

Conklin, Harold C. 1956. Tagalog Speech Disguise. 
Language 32 (1) : 136-139. 

T'ing, Chu. 1972. A Comment on 'A Miao Secret  
Language.' I n  Miao and Yao L ingu i s t i c  Studies:  
Selected A r t i c l e s  i n  Chinese, H.C. Purnel l ,  ed. 
I thaca ,  N e w  York: Cornell  Universi ty Southeast 
Asian Program. 

Maria Derrick-Mescua 
4703 Highlake Drive 
Char lo t te ,  NC 28215 

Jud i th  Berman 
Department of Anthropology 
Universi ty of Pennsylvania 
Philadelphia,  PA 19104 



Mary Beth Carlson 
4429 Bloomington Ave. S. 
Minneapolis, MN 55407 



AESTHETIC LANGUAGE I N  WHITE HMONG* 

Brenda Johns and David Strecker 

This paper is a prel iminary typological  survey of 
a e s t h e t i c  language used i n  White Hmong prose,  poetry, 
songs, r i t u a l ,  and conversations. Many examples of 
a e s t h e t i c  language a r e  const ruct ions  containing words 
which can be omitted without rendering the  construc- 
t i o n  ungrammatical or  changing i t s  meaning and which 
our b o n g  teachers  say a r e  inse r t ed  t o  make t h e  con- 
s t r u c t i o n  beau t i fu l .  For example, i n  the  f o l k t a l e  
"Txiv Nraug Ntsuag th iab  Ntxawm Qaum ~ t u j "  (Mr. O r -  
phan and Ntxawm of Heaven) w e  f ind  t h e  sentence 

Ya nroo t i b  ntws ua n t u j  t saus  t i b  n t a i s  
f l y  onomato- onomate inake sky dark in tens i -  

poeic poeic f ier 

'Off they flew wi th  a rumbling drone, darkening the  
sky . . . I  (Yaj et  a l .  1973, page 5, l i n e s  22-23.) 

When asked t h e  meaning of - t i b ,  one of our teach- 
ers, Tswb Vwj ,  r e p l i e d  t h a t  although jx& sometimes 
means ' t o  p i l e  up,' i n  t h e  above sentence both occur- 
rences  of * a r e  meaningless and would usual ly  be 
l e f t  out .  By pu t t ing  them i n ,  however, t h e  s t o r y t e l l -  
er made t h e  sentence sound "a l i t t l e  b i t  poetic."  

Other examples of a e s t h e t i c  language involve a 
seemingly redundant r e p e t i t i o n  of a c e r t a i n  word f o r  
example t h e  verb  - kav ' t o  r u l e '  i n  t h e  expression 

kav t e b  kav chaw 
r u l e  land r u l e  p lace  

meaning ' t o  r u l e  a country.' The second occurrence of 
kav i s  op t iona l  s i n c e  one can a l s o  say 



kav t e b  chaws 
r u l e  land p lace  

with t h e  same meaning. (The orthographic change from 
chaw t o  chaws r e f l e c t s  a change i n  pronunciat ion from 
F&L] with mid l e v e l  tone t o  [chxu.] with mid-low 
l e v e l  tone. This change is  due t o  a tone sandhi  
ru le .  ) 

The longer form kav t e b  kav chaw, appears t o  be  
an example of a e s t h e t i c  language and occurs i n  a pas- 
sage which both we and our Hmong teachers  f i n d  very 
beau t i fu l  : 

koj mus nyob rau  puag pem 
you go dwell a t  f a r  up 
sg 

ceeb t shee j  mus c i a j  huab t a i s  
name of a myth- go be king 
i c a l  kingdom 

koj ua lub  s i a b  dawb s i a b  zoo 
you make c l a s s i -  l i v e r  white l i v e r  good 
Sg. f ier 

mus kav t e b  kav chaw 
go r u l e  land r u l e  p lace  

hlub t e b  hlub chaw kom koj t au  zoo 
cher ish  land cher i sh  p lace  so  t h a t  you g e t  good 

sg 

Go and dwell f a r  up i n  Ceeb Tsheej,  go be  king,  
make your h e a r t  pure  and good, r u l e  over your l ands  
and your domains, p r o t e c t  and cher i sh  your lands  
and your domains so t h a t  you w i l l  prosper. 

(Yaj e t  a l .  1973, page 10,  l i n e s  37-40; 
English t r a n s l a t i o n  ours.)  

Expressions such a s  kav t e b  kav chaw, ' r u l e  land r u l e  
place, '  a r e  ca l l ed  l u s  ua txwm o r  'pa i red  words.' 
Mottin (1978: 198) provides an exce l l en t  in t roduc t ion  
t o  t h e  top ic  (our t r a n s l a t i o n  from Mot t in ' s  French): 



Since Hmong is a monosyllabic language, it is pos- 
s i b l e  t o  express oneself very b r i e f l y ,  sometimes 
even too b r i e f l y ,  so  i n  order t o  embellish t h e  
u t t e rance ,  one doubles t h e  word o r  expression by 
adding on an e x t r a  word o r  expression which is  
s i m i l a r .  This is  what w e  here  c a l l  'paired words' 
( l u s  ua txwm). 

Expressions of t h i s  type a r e  widespread i n  the  
languages of China and Southeast Asia. Other terms 
f o r  them include:  (1) ' e l abora te  expressions, '  a term 
which Haas (1964 and elsewhere) has  used f o r  Thai and 
Matisoff (1973) has used f o r  Lahu, a Tibeto-Burman 
language spoken i n  Yunnan, Burma and Thailand; (2) 
' four s y l l a b l e  expressions, '  o r  'quadr isyl labic  ex- 
p ress ions , '  a term which has been used f o r  Hmongic 
languages (e.g. P'an and Ts'ao 1972). I n  the  next 
p a r t  of t h e  paper,  w e  w i l l  sketch  some of the  ways i n  
which pai red  words can be formed. 

Paired words t y p i c a l l y  occur i n  four-part expres- 
s i o n s  i n  which t h e  f i r s t  and t h i r d  p a r t s  a r e  re la ted  
i n  some way and t h e  second and four th  p a r t s  a r e  re-  
l a t e d  i n  some way: 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a r e  of f i v e  kinds. F i r s t ,  t h e  re-  
l a t i o n s h i p  may be one of i d e n t i t y ,  a s  i n  kav teb kav 
chaw, ' r u l e  land r u l e  place '  = ' r u l e  a country, '  
where t h e  f i r s t  and t h i r d  p a r t s  a r e  i d e n t i c a l .  Second, 
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  may be  one of synonymy, a s  again i n  
kav t eb  kav chaw, where t h e  second p a r t  ( t e b  - ' l and ' )  
and t h e  f o u r t h  p a r t  (chaw 'p lace ' )  a r e  synonymous. 
Third, t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  may involve some s o r t  of 
semantic pa i r ing  o r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o ther  than synonymy, 
f o r  example, - i a b  ' b i t t e r '  and - daw ' s a l t y 1  meaning 
' in tense , '  a s  i n  

khwv i a b  khwv daw 'arduous t o i l '  
t o i l  b i t t e r  t o i l  s a l t y  

Fourth, w e  may have what Matisoff (1973: 298) suggests 
c a l l i n g  'bound couplet  par tners . '  These a r e  noted by 



Mottin (1978: 198; our  t r a n s l a t i o n  from Mot t in ' s  
French) : " ... i n  many c a s e s  one of t h e  two words 
seems t o  have been c r e a t e d  s o l e l y  t o  form a p a i r  and 
cannot be  used by i t s e l f  (e.g. ' k i '  is  used only i n  
the  express ion  ' tub  k i '  = ch i ld ren )  ."l F i f t h ,  t h e  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  may be one of a b l a u t ,  f o r  example t h e  
v o c a l i c  a l t e r n a t i o n  o - e (phone t i ca l ly  [3] - [ e i ]  o r  
[ 9 ]  - [ E ] )  and t h e  t o n a l  a l t e r n a t i o n  -j (h igh  f a l l i n g )  
- -s (mid-low l e v e l )  as i n  

ua c a j  ua c e s  'completely '  
[-?ua 'cs -?ua - c e i ]  

Ua means ' t o  make, t o  do, t o  be  as, '  so  t h e  express ion  - 
could be  glossed l i t e r a l l y  'do ['c3] do [ - c e i ] '  o r  
' i n  a  ['c?] and [ - c e i ]  f a sh ion . '  

So f a r  w e  have looked almost  exc lus ive ly  a t  
paired-word express ions  of t h e  form ABAC, t h a t  is ,  
expressions which c o n s i s t  of f o u r  words and i n  which 
t h e  f i r s t  and t h i r d  words a r e  i d e n t i c a l ,  s o  t h a t  i t  
i s  t h e  second and f o u r t h  words which a r e  t h e  pa i r ed  
words, a s  f o r  example 

kav t e b  kav chaw ' t o  r u l e  a country '  
r u l e  land  r u l e  p l a c e  

This  is  indeed t h e  most common type  b u t  i t  is n o t  t h e  
only type. F i r s t  of a l l ,  i t  can  be t h e  second and 
f o u r t h  words which a r e  i d e n t i c a l  so  t h a t  i t  is t h e  
f i r s t  and t h i r d  words which a r e  t h e  pa i red  words. An 
example is  

h a i s  l u s  kham l u  s ' t o  swear t o  a  f a c t ,  
speak word embrace ( ? )word  t a k e  a n  o a t h '  

We may say  t h a t  t e b  and chaw form a word p a i r  of - 
t h e  ' . . .A . . .B1  type and t h a t  h a i s  and khawm form a 
word p a i r  of t h e  'A.. .B . .  . ' type.  That is ,  f o r  - t e b  
and chaw t h e  s t r u c t u r e  is  ... t e b  ... chaw. w i t h  t h e  - 
blanks preceding - t e b  and chaw, and v a r i o u s  th ings  may 
be i n s e r t e d  i n t o  the  blanks. If  we i n s e r t  kav ' r u l e '  - 
we g e t  kav t e b  kav chaw ' r u l e  your country. '  I f  we 
i n s e r t  hlub ' c h e r i s h ,  h e l p ,  t a k e  c a r e  o f '  we g e t  h lub  



t e b  hlub chaw ' p r o t e c t  and c h e r i s h  your country '  and 
so  f o r t h .  

Conversely, t h e  s t r u c t u r e  f o r  h a i s  and khawm is  
h a i s  ... khawm.. . wi th  t h e  blanks fo l lowing  h a i s  and 
khawm, and a g a i n ,  v a r i o u s  th ings  may be i n s e r t e d  i n t o  
t h e  blanks.  2 

It is a l s o  p o s s i b l e  t o  combine a  word p a i r  of 
t h e  'A  ... B . . . '  t ype  w i t h  a word p a i r  of t h e  '... A...B1 
type  t o  produce an i n t e r l o c k i n g  fou r - sy l l ab l e  expres- 
s i o n  i n  which a l l  f o u r  s y l l a b l e s  a r e  d i f f e r e n t .  A 
good example is:  

c u a j  pha j  yim nt im ' a  b i g  f e a s t '  ( l i t e r a l l y  'n ine  
n i n e  p l a t e  e i g h t  bowl p l a t e s  and e i g h t  bowls')  

Here t h e  pa i red  words c u a j  . . . yim.. . ' n ine  and e i g h t '  - - 
i n t e r l o c k  wi th  t h e  pa i r ed  words . . .p  - h a j  ... - ntim ' p l a t e s  
and bowls. '  This  p a r t i c u l a r  example of i n t e r lock ing  
pa i r ed  words is e s p e c i a l l y  f e l i c i t o u s ,  w e  suspec t ,  i n  
t h a t  t h e r e  is a l s o  a  rhyme o r  near  rhyme between c u a i  
[ 'cua] and phaj  ['pha] and between yim [-j$] ( t h e  sub- 
s c r i p t  t i l d e  denotes  c reaky  vo ice )  and n t h  [-ntdj. 

F i n a l l y ,  pa i r ed  words may occur i n  expressions 
involv ing  more than  f o u r  s y l l a b l e s .  The pa i red  words 
themselves may be  m u l t i s y l l a b i c ,  a s ,  f o r  example, 
c e r t a i n  numbers used a s  p a i r e d  words, cua j  caum 
yim txwm... xya caum yim txwm.. .  ' n ine ty-e ight  p a i r s  
and seventy-eight  p a i r s '  = 'many.' O r  t he  in te rven-  
ing  m a t e r i a l  may be  m u l t i s y l l a b i c .  Thus we have 
f a i r l y  long and complex examples of p a r a l l e l i s m  which 
seem t o  break  down r a t h e r  n i c e l y  i n t o  i n t e r l o c k i n g  
s e t s  of p a i r e d  words combined w i t h  o t h e r  ma te r i a l .  
One of t h e  more i n t e r e s t i n g  and complex examples is  a  
p o e t i c  way of say ing  'your  mother and f a t h e r  d i ed  when 
you were young' which occurs  i n  ' M r .  Orphan and Ntxawm 
of Heaven' 

niam no j  q e  qauj  niam tuag lawm nrau j  
moth- e a t  egg f a i l e d  moth- d i e  COMPLE- s e p a r a t e  
e r  t o  ha t ch  e r  TIVE 



t x i v  n o j  qe tov  t x i v  tuag l a w m  n txov 
f a t h e r  e a t  egg mixwi th  f a t h e r  d i e  CDMPLETIVE e a r l y  

water  

(Yaj e t  al.  1973, page 2, l i n e s  2-41 

Qe qauj  , l i t e r a l l y  'an egg which f a i l e d  t o  hatch,' end -- 
qe t o ~ ,  l i t e r a l l y  'an egg which is  mixed w i t h  water , '  
both mean ' a  r o t t e n  egg.' Thus t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  p a i r -  
ings  here.  The f i r s t  is  a p a i r i n g  of t h e  seman t i ca l ly  
r e l a t e d  bu t  non-synenymous words niam 'mother' and 
t x i v  ' f a t h e r . '  This  is a n  extremely common p a i r i n g  
i n  Hmong. 'Mother' always comes b e f o r e  ' f a t h e r , '  t h e  
r eve r se  of what is  o f t e n  t h e  c a s e  i n  English. The 
second i s  a p a i r i n g  between t h e  synonymous express ions  
qe  qauj and q e  tov ,  bo th  m e a n i ~ g  'a  r o t t e n  egg. ' The 
t h i r d  is a p a i r i n g  between n r a u j  ' s e p a r a t e '  and 
ntxov ' e a r l y . '  I n  t h i s  con tex t  they can  perhaps be -- 
regarded a s  synonyms, bo th  s i g n i f y i n g  t h a t  t h e  pa ren t  
died leaving  t h e  c h i l d  behind. 

The second p a i r i n g  and t h e  t h i r d  p a i r i n g  rhyme: 
qauj ['qau] rhymes w i t h  n r a u j  i ' r~qau] and tov [ 't 31 n rhymes w i t h  ntxov [ 'ndz31. Th i s ,  t hen ,  is  an  example 
of two d i f f e r e n t  a e s t h e t i c  dev ices ,  p a i r e d  words and 
rhyme, working i n  concer t .  Our t eache r  Mim Y a j  s ays  
t h a t  t h e  second p a i r i n g ,  t h e  two express ions  f o r  
' r o t t e n  egg, '  is meaningless h e r e  and i s  i n s e r t e d  
merely t o  rhyme w i t h  t h e  t h i r d  p a i r i n g .  Mim says  t h a t  
t h e r e  i s  indeed a Hmong idiom no j q e qau j ' t o  e a t  a 
r o t t e n  egg, '  b u t  t h a t  i t  does n o t  mean ' t o  d i e .  ' It 
means ' t o  be f o r g e t f u l . '  

It can be  seen  from t h e  above d i s c u s s i o n  of 
pa i red  words t h a t  many l e v e l s  of t h e  grammar i n t e r a c t  
i n  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of a e s t h e t i c  language. Researchers  
on Hmong a e s t h e t i c  language and a e s t h e t i c  language i n  
o the r  Southeast  Asian languages have posed some of t h e  
fol lowing ques t ions :  Do e l a b o r a t e  express ions  pre-  
s e rve  t h e  s y n t a c t i c  p a t t e r n s  of a language? Is e lab-  
o r a t e  language used more f r e q u e n t l y  i n  poe t ry  and 
r i t u a l  than i n  ' o rd ina ry  language?'  What s p e c i a l  
phonological  processes  can be  used i n  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of 
a e s t h e t i c  language? We have seen  t h a t  pa i r ed  words 
i n  White Hmong r e l y  i n  p a r t  on rhyme, a l l i t e r a t i o n  



and sometimes even v o c a l i c  and t o n a l  change. These 
phonological  processes  serve t o  enhance expressions 
a l r e a d y  made e l a b o r a t e  by complex semantic  p a i r i n g s  
l i n k i n g  synonyms, antonyms, o r  words from t h e  same 
semantic domain. 

B e r t r a i s  (1978) has  suggested t h a t  t h e  process  
of p a i r i n g  express ions  is pe rvas ive  i n  White Hmong. 
He d e s c r i b e s  t h e  way i n  which words, o r  even l i n e s  of 
poe t ry ,  are pa i r ed  i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  Hmong marr iage 
songs. A f t e r  l i s t i n g  s e v e r a l  express ions  under t h e  
heading ' a s s o c i a t e d  words, double syntagmes , binary 
rhythm, ' h e  n o t e s  

The words a r e  t hus  a s s o c i a t e d  s o  a s  t o  make up a 
m u l t i t u d e  of c o n s t r u c t i o n s  of a b ina ry  rhythm. For 
t h e  b ina ry  rhythm is t o  be found i n  t h e  u s e  of t h e  
s t r o p h e  and t h e  a n t i s t r o p h e ,  i n  t h e  imagery, i n  t he  
c h a r a c t e r s  which normally a r e  two, t h e  u t e n s i l s ,  
which w i l l  b e  two, t h e  a c t i o n s  f o r  which a p a r a l l e l  
w i l l  always be found, e t c .  ( B e r t r a i s  178: 20) 

B e r t r a i s  goes on t o  mention s e v e r a l  i n s t a n c e s  of p a i r -  
i ng  i n  marr iage  song t e x t s :  

I f ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  s i n g e r  speaks of t h e  enc losure ,  
' l u b  v a j  ,' i t  w i l l  be  expected t h a t ,  a t  once, o r  
j u s t  a l i t t l e  f a r t h e r  on, he w i l l  g i v e  a p a r a l l e l  
express ion  comprising t h e  house, ' l u b  t sev . '  I f  
one c h a r a c t e r  does something wi th  h i s  r i g h t  hand, 
' t e s  l a u j , '  you can expect  t o  have a p a r a l l e l  ex- 
p r e s s i o n  say ing  what h i s  l e f t  hand does: ' l a u j  nas 

Mott in  (1978: 203) i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  desc r ib ing  
p a i r e d  words and grouping them by semantic  domains, 
g i v e s  s e v e r a l  examples of Hmong proverbs,  which con- 
sist of two l i n e s ,  of which t h e  f i r s t  may n o t  have 
any r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  second b u t  which r e i n f o r c e s  
t h e  i d e a  of thesecond l i n e .  An example is  t h e  follow- 
ing  

Pom t sov  yuav tuag  
See t i g e r  w i l l  d i e  



Pom nom yuav pluag 
See o f f i c i a l  w i l l  be  poor 

'The o f f i c i a l s  r u i n  us .  ' (Mottin 1978: 206) 

This  proverb shows two of t h e  processes  which we 
have s a i d  l i n k  pa i red  words i n  e l a b o r a t e  express ions :  
(1) rhyme, which l i n k s  tuag ' d i e '  w i t h  pluag ' be  poor1 
and (2) semantic p a i r i n g ,  which l i n k s  s ee ing  a t i g e r  
wi th  see ing  an  o f f i c i a l .  

Pa i red  words i n  White Hmong w i l l  repay f u r t h e r  
study. We have t r i e d  t o  g i v e  h e r e  a p re l imina ry  ac- 
count touching on c r i t e r i a  t h a t  were u s e f u l  t o  re- 
sea rche r s  looking a t  a e s t h e t i c  language i n  a n  a r e a l  
contex t .  I n  f u t u r e  papers ,  w e  would l i k e  t o  go f u r -  
t h e r ;  a s  P'an and Ts'ao d i d  f o r  many of t h e  quadri-  
s y l l a b i c  express ions  i n  Qenao (Eas t e rn  Kweichow 
Hmong), we would l i k e  t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  White Hmong ex- 
amples i n  contex t  and make a more sys t ema t i c  c l a s s i -  
f i c a t i o n  of Hmong, r e l a t e d  languages and a r e a l  
f ea tu re s .  

Moreover, we need t o  l e a r n  more about  t h e  s i g -  
n i f i c a n c e  and r e l a t i v e  a e s t h e t i c  v a l u e s  of  d i f f e r e n t  
kinds of p a i r i n g s  w i t h i n  Hmong c u l t u r e .  Our desc r ip -  
t i o n  s o  f a r  has  been a n  e t i c ,  f o r e i g n e r ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n ,  
a typology of s u r f a c e  conf igu ra t ions .  Fox (1974) i n  
h i s  work on a e s t h e t i c  and r i t u a l  p a i r i n g s  i n  t h e  
Austronesian language Rot inese  h a s  gone below t h e  
s u r f a c e  and descr ibed  t h e  v a l u e s  of t h e  p a i r i n g s  
wi th in  Rot inese  c u l t u r e .  We b e l i e v e  it w i l l  be  
poss ib l e  t o  do t h e  same t h i n g  f o r  Hmong. 

NOTES 

*We would like t o  thank our  Hmong t e a c h e r s  My Xiong 
(Mim Yaj ) , Ju Vue (Tswb Vwj) , Mee Vue, Dao Xiong and 
B l i a  Xiong for their guidance i n  i n t e r p r e t i n g  Hmong 
a e s t h e t i c  language, My Xiong is  from Luang Prabang 
Province i n  Laos; our  o t h e r  t e a c h e r s  are from Xieng 
Khouang Province. W e  are r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  any e r r o r s  . 
The examples of a e s t h e t i c  language c i t e d  i n  t h i s  



paper a r e  drawn from t h r e e  sources : Heimbach (1969), 
B e r t r a i s  et  a l .  (1964), and Yaj e t  a l .  (1973). W e  
w r i t e  Hmong i n  standard orthography but  a t  points  i n  
t h e  paper where t h e  pronunciation is important ( for  
example, whenwe d i scuss  rhyme) we have a l s o  given 
phonetic t r a n s c r i p t i o n s  i n  t h e  In te rna t iona l  Phonetic 
Alphabet. W e  would l i k e  t o  ded ica te  t h i s  paper t o  
James A. Matisoff and A.L. Becker , who taught us 
t h a t  a e t h e t i c s  can be p a r t  of l i n g u i s t i c s .  

'[More l i k e l y  these  a r e  a rcha ic  words, r e ta ined  only i n  
idiomatic couple ts  -- ed. 1 

2 ~ t  l e a s t  i n  theory, although t h e  only example w e  have 
found so  f a r  is hais l u s  khawm lus .  
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SPEECH SURROGATE SYSTEMS OF THE HMONG: 
FROM SINGING VOICES TO TALKING REEDS 

Amy R. C a t l i n  

O f  t h e  many v a r i e t i e s  of o r a l  l o r e  which com- 
p r i s e  t h e  e n t i r e  corpus of Hmong expres s ive  l i t e r a -  
t u r e ,  s e v e r a l  a r e  customari ly  conveyed t o  t he  
l i s t e n e r  by systems of musical  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  which 
do n o t  make use of t h e  human voice .  These "speech 
s u r r o g a t e  systems" employ a complex mixture of 
techniques  which a r e  n o t  y e t  f u l l y  understood. A l -  
though performances by r e l a t i v e  novices  a r e  common, 
complete competence i n  t hese  techniques is  l i m i t e d  
t o  t he  r a r e  s p e c i a l i s t ;  s i m i l a r l y ,  Hmong l i s t e n e r s  
vary i n  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  comprehend t h e  d isguised  
speech genres .  The p re sen t  a r t i c l e  w i l l  a t tempt  t o  
desc r ibe  t h e  fundamental p r i n c i p l e s  underlying Hmong 
speech s u r r o g a t e  systems, and t o  o f f e r  some hypo- 
t heses  concerning t h e  purpose of render ing  t h e  base 
u t t e r a n c e  ambiguous in such phonica l ly  "masked" per- 
formances. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE BASE UTTERANCE 
(UNDISGUISED) 

Words. Hmong i s  a t o n a l  language whose pre- 
dominantly monosyllabic words a r e  pronounced i n  
seven b a s i c  tones  and two a l t e r n a t e  tones.  S ingle  
consonants o r  consonant c l u s t e r s  begin each word. 
A s  many a s  5 7  such i n i t i a l  consonants and consonant 
c l u s t e r s  e x i s t  i n  Blue Hmong and White Hmong, t he  
d i a l e c t s  t o  be considered he re ;  e leven  vowels p lus  
t h r e e  n a s a l i z e d  vowels t o t a l  14. F i n a l  consonants 
a r e  no t  found except  i n  a few l o n e  words from Chinese 
and o t h e r  languages. These l i n g u i s t i c  cha rac t e r i s -  
t i c s  c r e a t e  a s e t  of c o n s t r a i n t s  and p o s s i b i l i t i e s  
which must be considered whenever a word i s  sung o r  
r ep re sen ted  by using a musica l  instrument .  
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