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PREFACE

The second Hmong Research Conference, held at the
University of Minnesota on November 17-19, 1983, drew
four hundred people. While this number was far beyond
our expectations, perhaps we shouldn't have been sur-
prised. The presence of more than sixty thousand Hmong
in the United States--all engaged in the struggle to ex-
ist in a culture whose social, political and economic
structures are so different from their own--has attracted
attention from many groups. Among them are educators,
academic researchers, shop owners, social workers, church
congregations, appreciators of the arts, health care pro-
viders, landlords and neighbors. Their interests range
from seeking solutions for immediate resettlement prob-
lems such as providing medical care to theoretical con-
siderations of the structure of the Hmong language.

The conference, entitled "The Hmong in Transition,"
had as its focus the formal presentation of the research
papers collected in this volume. It also encouraged in-
formal exchanges between those involved in helping the
Hmong resettle in all parts of the country. How much help
is too much help, they asked of each other. Can the
Hmong adapt to a new culture and also preserve their tra-
ditions? What will become of Hmong children who are
being taught one set of values at home and another at
school? Will the Hmong be caught in the vicious cycle of
poverty that afflicts some other minority groups in this
country?

When this book is published, it will be almost ten
years since the first mass exodus of Hmong from Laos,
precipitated by the communist Pathet Lao takeover of the
Laotian government. Scholars have now had almost a dec-
ade to study the effects of this upheaval on the Hmong
not only in the United States but also in other places of
their exile around the world. This volume includes infor-
mation about Hmong in France, Australia and Thailand as
well as the United States. Particularly noteworthy is
that the Hmong, whose history was borne for centuries
only in the hearts and minds and spoken words of its peo-
ple, have now been surrounded by the written word. The

xi



xii THE HMONG IN TRANSITION

papers prepared for this conference are but one example
of their incorporation into mankind's written records.

The international scope of the Hmong dispersion was
reflected in the backgrounds of the three invited speak-
ers to the conference: Jacques Lemoine is associated with
the School of Advanced Studies in the Social Sciences of
the University of Paris; Robert Cooper is a British citi-
zen working for the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees in Geneva; and Gary Yia Lee, a Hmong trained as
anthropologist, is a leader of the Hmong community In
Australia.

The conference was sponsored by the Southeast Asian
Refugee Studies Project, a research oriented group of ac-
ademics, established to encourage, coordinate, and sup-
port research related to refugees from Southeast Asia who
have been resettled in the United States. It is funded
primarily by the Center for Urban and Regional Affairs at
the University of Minnesota. Additional support for the
conference came from the College of Liberal Arts. A gen-
erous grant from the National Endowment for the Humani-
ties enabled us to bring the three invited speakers to
the United States.

The editors are particularly indebted to the editor-
1al assistance of Ruth Hammond, who helped to bring con-
sistency and readability to the twenty-five papers in-
cluded in this volume. They were written by individuals
trained in a variety of disciplines, each accustomed to
using widely varying writing formats and language in the
presentation of their research. Since we were aware that
a large number of readers of this book would not be aca-
demics, one of our chief aims in editing was to make
readable the sometimes esoteric, if not idiosyncratic,
language some consider the hallmark of academia. Ruth
Hammond's considerable experience as a writer and jour-
nalist has been instrumental in helping us to achieve our
goal of readability.

This volume, a joint production of the Center for
Migration Studies and the Southeast Asian Refugee Studies
Project is also a departure from usual production methods
in publishing a book. SARS not only provided the edited
version of the papers but also prepared the papers in
camera-ready format. This demanded more than typical
typist skills and we are indebted to Pamela Anderson,
without whose abilities we could not have given this
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type-set appearance to the book. In addition, Douglas
Olney provided a great deal of the technical knowledge of
computers and word processing which allowed us to attempt
this format. The cartographic skills of Carol Gersmehl
provided us with the map indicating areas of Hmong set-
tlement in Southeast Asia and the location of the major
refugee camps in Thailand in which Hmong have been
housed.

For those seeking more background information about
the Hmong other easily available sources include the pro-
ceedings of the First Hmong Research Conference, pub-
lished as The Hmong in the West (1982), published by the
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs, University of
Minnesota, 301 19th Avenue South, Minneapolis, Minnesota
55455, plus these additional publications:

Barney, G. Linwood. 1967. "The Meo of Xieng Khouang
Province, Laos." In Southeast Asian Tribes, Minor-
ities, and Nations, edited by Peter Kunstadter, pp.
271-294. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Center for Applied Linguistics. 1979. "Glimpses of Hmong
History and Culture." Indochinese Refugee Education
Guides, General Information Series #16. National In-
dochinese Clearinghouse. Washington, D.C.: Center
for Applied Linguistics.

Dunnigan, Timothy. 1982. "Segmentary Kinship in an Ur-
ban Society: The Hmong of St. Paul-Minneapolis. An-
thropological Quarterly, Vol. 55(3), pp. 126-136.

Geddes, William. 1976. Migrants of the Mountains: The
Cultural Ecology of the Blue Miao (Hmong Njua) of
Thailand. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Also, a discussion on Hmong orthography can be found in
Part Three, Language and Literacy, on pages 217-218.

- Glenn L. Hendricks
Minneapolis, Minnesota
August 1985
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PART ONE

Hmong Culture and Change



INTRODUCTION
GLENN L. HENDRICKS

A common theme that emerged throughout the confer-
ence in both the papers and subsequent discussions was
that of the identification of what is representive of
Hmong culture and how it has changed in the period of the
diaspora. Too frequently some observers and commentators
of the Hmong have failed to understand that the concept
of culture implicitly assumes it is dynamic and that over
time varying degrees of change will take place in any so-
ciety. The rate that the change takes place is a func-
tion of the historical situation as well as attributes of
the culture itself. The failure to understand this leads
some to think in terms of before and after, that there
was a traditional almost unchanging way of Hmong living
that has been severely altered by the events of the peri-
od of flight and subsequent resettlement. That Hmong
life has been radically altered cannot be disputed but
the change must be seen as a matter of degree. The papers
in this section provide a needed corrective in assisting
us to gain a longer perspective of Hmong society, partic-
ularly in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

It should be noted that these papers, while focusing
on aspects of Hmong society and culture, touch on some
basic issues in the social sciences. Namely, what is the
nature of culture? What constitutes cultural change?
What is the relationship between culture and ethnic iden-
tity? Can change be directed in such fashion that it be-
comes disruptive of neither culture nor ethnic identity?
We need not discuss these issues here but the careful
reader will discern distinct, if not opposing, viewpoints
among the authors of the papers that follow. But the is-
sue of change is not necessarily the exclusive arena of
the academic. A central question asked by most of those
who are involved in the resettlement of Hmong refugees
has been how to accomplish the process while allowing
them to maintain their distinctive identity as Hmong.
These papers provide food for thought for those respon-
sible for making decisions about the immediate issues
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such as providing housing or deciding who can speak for
the Hmong.

William Smalley, a linguist who first became in-
volved with the Hmong over thirty years ago while working
on a project to provide a written form of the Hmong lan-
guage, sketches out a series of stages that he sees as
part of the transformation of that part of the Hmong so-
ciety that migrated to the West. He points out that
changes had begun to evolve long before the ultimate
flight from Laos. Varying forms of individual and group
behavior in the new setting can be understood, at least
partially, as a function of events in the past. Contrast-
ing patterns of community leadership that have emerged in
various areas of resettlement around the United States
can be traced to both the introduction of education in
Laos and the way in which refugee camps in Thailand were
organized.

Robert Cooper, a British anthropologist who has
worked among the Hmong in both Thailand and Laos, pre-
sents data arguing that in addition to the commonly un-
derstood political reasons for the Hmong flight from Laos
there were also economic motivations for the move. His
thesls is that in examining historical, empirical and ob-
servational data there are grounds for concluding that
conditions in Laos were such that the land could no
longer  support the traditional agricultural economic
basis of Hmong life. This paper proved to be the most
widely discussed presentation of the Conference, with
many of the Hmong present disputing his interpretation of
the facts and events cited.

Timothy Dunnigan, an anthropologist who has been
keenly interested in the Hmong since they f{first arrived
in the Twin Cities in 1975, carries our discussion of the
impact of resettlement on Hmong culture further. He dis-
cusses the process by which they are maintaining their
ethnic identity even while some of the attributes which
are said to be markers of being traditional Hmong are in
the process of change. In some cases what appear to be
significant changes in group organization, for example,
he identifies as latent attributes of Hmong culture which
have manifested themselves in previous situations of
Hmong history when their ethnic identity was threatened.

Gary Yia Lee, part of the small Hmong group that mi-
grated to Australia, was educated there and earned his
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doctorate in anthropology at the University of Sydney.
Subsequently he has been a leader of the Hmong community
of Australia. In both his presentation and his comments
on others' papers he was able to give a valuable insider/
outsider's perspective to our discussions. He argues
that, in the Australian case at least, there are indeed
significant changes in the economic basis of Hmong life,
social structure and religious beliefs. However, this
need not portend a destruction of their identity as
Hmong, but rather must be seen as an adaptation to
changing circumstances.

A particularly valuable contribution to the partici-
pants of this Conference was the presentation by Louisa
‘Schein about the Miao (Hmong) in contemporary China. It
was from this group, or at least parts of this group,
that the Hmong of Laos, Thailand and Vietnam migrated
during the eighteenth and early nineteenth century.

Nicholas Tapp, another British-trained anthropolo-
gist, who has worked for several years studying Hmong in
northern Thailand, examines geomancy, the practice of
divination based upon geographical and spatial features,
and its historical place as an attribute of Hmong cul-
ture. He points out that while the practice has its roots
in China, it is but one of many factors to be taken into
account in any discussion which assume a "ideal" or tra-
ditional Hmong culture against which any change might be
measured.



STAGES OF HMONG CULTURAL ADAPTATION

William A. Smalley

Americans who have had contact with Hmong in the
United States are often aware that massive change has
come to these new immigrants as they have settled here.
However, many of these same Americans are unaware of the
changes in Hmong life and culture which took place in
Laos and in the Thailand camps over the last generation,
and before.

I, for example, had had some minimal contact with
Hmong in Laos in the early 1950s, but was puzzled at what
seemed to be very different leadership patterns exhibited
in Lao Family Community and its layers of Hmong organiza-
tion in the Twin Cities. 1 was slow to realize how much
the Hmong learned during the years of military action,
wartime migration and resettlement in Laos and camp life
in Thailand. @ On the other hand, I occasionally see the
opposite extreme of this limited understanding in other
Americans who write about aspects of Hmong life that de-
veloped in the disruptions of the sixties or seventies as
though they were "traditional."

THE STAGES

In what follows I would like to suggest several
rather self-evident stages in the modern historical
changes which are part of Hmong experience. [Each stage
manifests certain typical innovations, some of which will
be pointed out later.l

l. Laos penetration stage: The time when the Hmong were
moving into Laos, when they were oriented more to
China and/or North Vietnam, when there were relative-
ly small numbers, when they had to begin to learn to
cope with new ethnic groups and new power structures
around them, notably those of the Lao and the French.

7
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2. Laos traditional stage: The period when the Hmong
had become a significantly large ethnic group in
Laos, but when they kept to their mountains as much
as possible, and largely avoided contact with more
powerful groups.

3. Laos adaptive stage: The period when a somewhat
stable relationship had been estabished between the
Hmong and other ethnic groups, when they had learned
ways of coping with such groups, and when they were
seeking more aggressively to take a significant place
in the larger life of the Lao state.

4. Laos resettlement stage: The period when increasing
percentages of the Hmong population were forced out
of their villages into resettlement conglomerations
where they typically were mingled with peoples from
other ethnic groups, where the exercise of some tra-
ditional cultural patterns was curtailed, and where
new cultural forces were brought to bear on them with
great suddenness and intensity.

5. Thailand camp stage.
6. United States resettlement stage.

I have deliberately not set dates for these stages.
They are not discrete periods of time, nor did they take
place at exactly the same time for all Hmong in all parts
of Laos. Some Hmong people, some villages, some families
were in the Laos adaptive stage when other families, oth-
er villages, other people were still in the Laos penetra-
tion stage. In 1974, when he was an official in the Lao
coalition ministry of planning, Yang Dao (personal com-
munication) found Hmong in border areas of Laos who still
knew Chinese but not Lao. He discovered this case of the
Laos penetration stage at the same time that many Hmong
elsewhere were in the Laos resettlement stage. :

Most Hmong who have reached the United States be-
long, or did belong, to groups which went through all or
most of these stages. Presumably, very few of these in-
dividuals remember when their community was in the Laos
penetration stage, but all the other stages have been
experienced by the older people, and all Hmong in the
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United States are products of this history, with some
individuals and groups having been more strongly influ-
enced by developments in one stage or another.

THE PEOPLE OF MOOS PLAIS

In the early 1950s there was a cluster of four Hmong
villages two days travel (but only sixty miles direct
flight) north of Luang Prabang, the Royal Capital of
Laos. This cluster is usually called Moos Plais¢ by its
former inhabitants now in the Twin Cities. The villages
at Moos Plais were relatively stable and prosperous.
There was enough land so that people did not have to mi-
grate. They had a surplus rice crop, raised animals and
grew opium. I would like to illustrate briefly the sta-
ges of adaptation by reciting a few bits of these peo-
ple’s experience.

At least three developments epitomized the transi-
tion of Moos Plais from the Laos traditional stage to the
Laos adaptive stage. The earliest to develop was regular
and frequent trade relations with the Lao. The tradi-
tional Laos period included extensive trade, of course.
But in the Laos adaptive stage, Hmong did not depend so
exclusively on traders coming to them; they also went to
Lao towns in very much larger numbers and with greater
frequency.

Next was cooperation with the French/Lao military
effort. Initially it was simply a matter of Hmong men
patrolling under the leadership of their own headmen to
ambush occasional bands of Pathet Lao and to defend their
villages, but during the early 1950s the French/Lao
forces set up a multi-ethnic garrison at Moos Plais, with
ten French officers led by a colonel. Lao officers and
technicians were also stationed there, as were troops
from other mountain peoples -in addition to Hmong. Heli-
copters began to come with increasing frequency. An air-
strip was built, shortening the trip from Luang Prabang
to a few minutes. Eventually the Lao and French offi-
cers at Moos Plais were replaced by Hmong under the com-
mand of General Vang Pao, and the garrison was supplied
by American pilots.

The third major indication of the Laos adaptive
stage was in the establishment of a Lao school in Moos
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Plais. This provided only two years of education, but
for the first time almost all of the boys and many of the
girls began to learn the rudiments of reading and writing
Lao, together with a little arithmetic and Lao civics. A
small number of boys who showed aptitude and were other-
wise suitable then went to live with Lao contacts or
friends in nearby Lao towns to continue their education.

The Laos Resettlement Stage

Some of the older men from Moos Plais now living in
the Twin Cities look back on the late period of the Laos
traditional stage and the Laos adaptive stage as their
golden age. They were prosperous; they sensed progress
and change, but they were able to cope; they had a sense
of accomplishment and of power.

But by about 1967° the military garrison at Moos
Plais was forced to withdraw, and most of the villagers
(about 160 people) went with them. They left everything
they could not carry or lead. After a day's walk they
reached Mom Phuv, a large Hmong village south of Moos
Plais, which also had a military garrison and an air-
strip. Their military garrison from Moos Plais joined
that of Mom Phuv, and the civilians camped in tents sup-
plied by the military. They were completely dependent;
all of their food was airlifted in.

Thus began, on a small scale for these Hmong from
Moos Plais, the Laos resettlement stage. Other refugees
from nearby areas joined them, fleeing their own vil-
lages. Their settlement was a small example of what
Ajchenbaum and Hassoun (1979) have called an "agglomera-
tion de guerre," and what I will call a conglomeration.
It was characterized by the intermingling of Hmong groups
who themselves did not know each other, in the same com-
munity with still other different ethnic groups (Khmu',
Mien, Thai Dam, Lao). The military provided what overall
organization there was. In this particular case the
rainy season, the uncertainty about the future and the
danger made farming and other normal economic activity
impossible, so that all food and other supplies were
flown in.

In scarcely two months the whole Mom Phuv conglomer-
ation had to move on again as the military situation once
more became impossible and the combined garrison with-
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drew. Their move formed a new conglomeration at Toos
Tub, another Hmong village with a garrison strategically
located in the mountains above the confluence of the Nam
Ou (Lao: Ou River) with the Mekong, only twenty miles
north of Luang Prabang. This conglomeration lasted six
months, during which time it was regularly surrounded by
heavy fighting and suffered many casualties. Its numbers
continued to be swelled by more diverse groups which
joined as they fled their earlier settlements and con-
glomerations.

Finally, the civilians were flown out of Toos Tub to
a safer destination, leaving the military forces to help
defend Luang Prabang. They settled along the Nam Poui
(Lao: Poui River), in an area that was across the Mekong
River from Moos Plais, toward the Thai border and about
thirty miles southwest of the provincial capital of
Sayaboury.# The people flown in from Toos Tub joined a
small population of Lao and Hmong already in the area,
which had not been appreciably affected by the war.
Through further influx of displaced people, the popula-
tion in this new conglomeration eventually increased to
eight thousand or nine thousand.

Nam Poui was more systematically and more permanent-
ly built than the previous conglomerations in which its
new residents had settled. Lao and United States aid of-
ficials laid out the town in blocks.? People from dif-
ferent ethnic groups lived in different parts of town.
Within the Hmong section, the people originally from Moos
Plais lived together and preserved the social structures
they brought with them, under the same family and village
leaders.

United States aid provided some animals for breeding
and seed to plant both irrigated and mountain rice
fields. Within a few months the people were growing
their own food and were beginning to develop cash pro-
duce, primarily in pigs. The government and the American
aid program extended a road into the community, helped in
the development of irrigated lands and built public
buildings, including a school. Lao, Chinese and Indian
merchants built stores and moved in.

In many important ways the conglomeration at Nam
Poui was very different from the constricted and badly
overpopulated larger conglomerations such as Long Cheng,
in the heart of the war zone. Nam Poui had a similar
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mixture of population (without the resident Americans)
and a similar dominant military umbrella, but stress
levels were lower, and it became economically self-suffi-
cient. Ultimately it did not have to be supplied with
food by the government, and it began to prosper.

In terms of adaptation, Nam Poui shared with the
other semipermanent conglomerations an increased exposure
to nontraditional technology and material goods, greater
opportunity for Lao education of the children, signifi-
cant interaction with non-Hmong, and an overarching poli-
tical structure which was supplied by the military, but
which allowed traditional village and family structures
(when they were still intact) to operate on a lower lev-
el. In this mixed environment, spurred by the needs cre-
ated through displacement, many Hmong rapidly learned
things and became used to conditions they had never known
before.

Nam Poui was settled about 1[968. In 1975, some
weeks after General Vang Pao left Laos, most of the con-
glomeration of Nam Poui left en masse for Thailand. The
caravan of several thousand people crossed the border,
was disarmed by the Thai, and was resettled in a location
that became the camp called Sop Tuang.

The Thailand Camp Stage

At Sop Tuang, life was in some respects a continua-
tion of the Nam Poui conglomeration. Most of the origi-
nal refugees moved in together, and as they built Sop
Tuang, they followed the organizational patterns they had
been using at Nam Poui. The same Hmong major who had
been in charge of the garrison at Nam Poui and who had
been the overall leader of the conglomeration was also
the Hmong person in charge here under the Thai authori-
ties. The same settlement by ethnic groups took place.
These ethnic groups continued to be organized under the
leadership each had brought with it. New refugee groups
were added from time to time, as had happened in Nam
Poui. They came as villages or other sizable, previously
existing groups—not as individuals, small family groups
or parts of families.

What was different about Sop Tuang, as compared to
Nam Poui, was that now the groups had constraints result-
ing from their status as refugees in a different country.
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Placed above the social structure imported from Nam Poui
was a level of authority responsible to the Thai govern-
ment. A Thai military officer presided over the camp,
and Thai soldiers were stationed there.

Furthermore, in Nam Poui the Lao and United States
governments had provided money, goods and personnel to
help lay out and build the community and get the people
started. But the people of the conglomeration had been
able to outgrow the need for extensive economic help. At
Sop Tuang, after an initial period of inaction, the Thai
government, the United Nations High Commissioner for Ref-
ugees, and numerous religious and charitable agencies
gathered to provide food, medical care, education, sani-
tation, opportunities for economic development and essen-
tial supplies of material goods. Here was a loosely-knit
group of organizations, sometimes cooperating, often com-
peting, which the refugees had to learn to depend on for
survival.

The most significant difference from Nam Poui, so
far as the people were concerned, was that there was in-
sufficient economic opportunity for them. Some men were
able to take advantage of the limited opportunities for
employment within and outside of camp, and women could
sell their handiwork to some extent,® but neither en-
deavor was adequate to solve financial needs.

The experience of the villagers from Moos Plais at
Camp Sop Tuang was in several important ways different
also from that of Hmong in the much larger, more densely
settled and more important camp of Ban Vinai. Refugees
who arrived at Ban Vinai tended to come in small clus-
ters, accompanied by only fragments of their social
groupings. Unlike those at Sop Tuang, they often had to
travel through Pathet Lao areas, had to hide out in the
jungle for long periods, started out malnourished and
arrived starving. They had to break up into small groups
to avoid detection, and many groups and individuals who
headed for that part of Thailand never did arrive. When
people did reach Ban Vinai there may have been members of
their social groups already there, but the newcomers had
to take whatever housing location was available, and
could not live in groupings to which they were accus-
tomed.

So the lower rungs of leadership that existed under
the top levels of Thai control and the formal organiza-
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tion of Ban Vinai, were set up somewhat differently from
those at Sop Tuang. Both camps were divided into sec-
tors. In Sop Tuang the sectors were natural ones (in
terms of preexistent g;oupings) with people clustered in
somewhat familiar ways. In Ban Vinai -people belonged to
whatever sector they happened to be assigned housing in.8
As families or villages were reunited at Ban Vinai, they
did, of course, reestablish older relationships, and a
considerable part of the informal structure of the camp
was made up of such groups in spite of their scattered
residence. The formal structure, however, did not match
the informal structure as well as they matched at Sop
Tuang. An important related difference between Sop Tuang
and Ban Vinai was in the part played by the educated
youth at Ban Vinai. In the years immediately preceding
the initial evacuation of 1975, there had been about six
hundred Hmong students in Vientiane. They had formed a
student association as a mutual assistance group. As
they evacuated to Thailand and eventually ended up in Ban
Vinai they were very important in organizing and running
some of the necessary functions of camp life. They as-
sisted in food distribution, camp cleanup and sanitation,
and they took over education of the children, as well as
English classes for everyone.

It seems that they were in a strategic place for two
reasons: their education better prepared them for some
aspects of this new situation, and the shredded social
structures perhaps left a vacuum in leadership and poten-
tial for action on some levels of camp life. In Ban
Vinai, as at Sop Tuang, the Hmong military provided the
leadership at the top. Below that, in Ban Vinai, the
functions served by the youth group were eventually
absorbed into the more formal structure of the camp or,
in the case of education, were taken over by the Thai.
Furthermore, the contribution was temporary because the
educated youth often went on to other countries sooner
than many others. But for a while they were critical to
the functioning of the camp.?

At Sop Tuang, on the other hand, the youth as a
group were of little importance in the operation of the
camp. They occupied a much more traditional relationship
to the community, I am suggesting, because community pat-
terns had not been shredded in the migration, and also
because there was not as large a nucleus of students more
acculturated than their elders as there was at Ban Vinai.
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The United States Resettlement Stage

The only aspect of the United States resettlement
stage on which I'll take time to comment is one regarding
the evolution of the role of the youth at Ban Vinai. It
is the difference in Hmong leadership and social organi-
zation between Dallas-Fort Worth, Texas, and Minneapolis-
St. Paul, Minnesota, reported by Mason and Downing (Mason
1983; Downing 1983). In Dallas-Fort Worth, a strong
youth group operating under young leadership performs
adaptive and supportive functions somewhat parallel to
those carried out by the youth groups of Vientiane, Nam
Phong and Ban Vinai. There is no mutual assistance asso-
ciation controlled by elders. In the Twin Cities of
Minneapolis-St. Paul, however, although some of the lead-
ers of the same group which was active in the camp are
present, there is no significant youth leadership for the
Hmong community. Instead, the primary leadership comes
from a variety of older types, including the former mili-
tary and former people of influence in Laos, as well as
people emerging in the American situation.

As for the people of Moos Plais who are now in the
Twin Cities, certain aspects of the social structure
which they maintained throughout moves to Mom Phuv, Toos
Tub, Nam Poui and Sop Tuang still govern their relation-
ships here. This is supplemented by tenuous ties to the
Lao Family Community and its network of relationships,
all under the umbrella of an American system about which
the people of Moos Plais are learning, but still under-
stand very little.

TYPICAL INNOVATIONS OF THE STAGES

Here follows, then, a sketchy list of the innova-
tions which 1 see as being characteristic of the stages.
I do not know much about the Laos penetration stage, but
presumably those Hmong who knew an outside language spoke
a Chinese language or Vietnamese, depending on where they
came from. They were small in number, kept much to them-
selves, and had infrequent contacts with the Lao or
French.10

In the Laos traditional stage Hmong had established
trade patterns with Haw, Lao and Chinese traders who came
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to their villages, but there was minimal travel to Lao
towns, minimal learning of the Lao language, and minimal
contact with the Lao/French military and government. The
contact they did have included paying tribute that con-
sisted of mountain and jungle products (Yang 1975:45).
Yang Dao reports that the first low-level district offi-
cer (tasseng) was appointed as early as 1896, although it
was not until much later that this practice became wide-
spread. Hmong numbers, however, were increasing rapidly,
and some Hmong did experience some severe conflicts with
the French/Lao, notably the revolt of 1919 to 1921.
Hmong cultivation of the poppy for the opium trade became
economically very important in the country.

In the Laos adaptive stage, major changes, which
significantly began to alter the position and role of at
least some Hmong in Laos, took place. The Hmong presence
now became very noticeable as they traveled in groups to
Lao provincial centers to trade, becoming regular vendors
in the markets (Yang 1975:122-127), and as some of them
began to live closer to these Lao towns. The provincial
capital of Xieng Khouang became an important Hmong cen-
ter. The establishment of Lao schools in Hmong vil-
lages!l and the practice of sending a few Hmong students
to Lao towns to study, began in this period. Virtually
all Hmong men now spoke some Lao, and Lao vocabulary bor-
rowings laced Hmong discourse. A few Hmong went to
France to study, and a tiny educated Hmong elite began to
emerge.

A national Hmong leadership was epitomized at first
with Touby Lyfoung, who became officially recognized as
leader of the Hmong by the French/Lao goverment in [947
(Yang 1975:51), and by his rival Faydang Lobliayao, who
led the communist faction (Yang 1975:54). Later there
were Vang Pao and others. During this period the cooper-
ation with the French/Lao military and civilian authori-
ties became strong among some of the noncommunist Hmong,
and a sense of participation in the Lao state began to
emerge. Hmong district heads (tasseng) were now fre-
quently appointed.

Christianity, both in Roman Catholic and in Protes-
tant forms, made solid headway for the first time among
the Hmong in Laos during this stage. Missionary efforts
had existed long before that, but for some Hmong, conver-
sion to Christianity now became a desirable option
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(Barney 1957a,b).

Some Hmong also began to make use of Western medi-
cine as administered in Lao hospitals to a much greater
degree than before, although Western medical treatment
still tended to be a solution of last resort, and the
quality of the medical treatment available was not good
(Dooley 1958:192ff; Halpern 1961).

In the Laos resettlement stage, modern war came to a
large percentage of the Hmong population in Laos with
cruel force and disruption. The Hmong participation in
the war became intense. Hmong suffered terrible casual-
ties, many villages being uprooted, some several times;
and large parts of the population were resettled in refu-
gee conglomerations, often around military centers.
Normal agricultural and economic activity were often im-
possible on any adequate scale, and in many of the cen-
ters Hmong were forced to live by external aid plus what-
ever new economic skills they could learn. Traditional
sewing skills were adapted to make items directly salable

to Westerners. .
For many Hmong, war and conglomerate life brought

participation in some forms of modern technology. In-
struments of war--and in some areas, those of transpor-
tation and agriculture—became more widely known.  Mili-
tary participation and life in the conglomerations
brought new social structures that overlaid the tradi-
tional ones still in place. Many military learned an
English-based code for communication with American offi-
cers and civilian pilots, while some Hmong learned to
communicate in everyday English.

Westernization and adaptation to Lao culture was
intensified for some Hmong as they participated with Lao
and Americans in the war effort, lived in the same con-
glomerations with Lao and other ethnic groups, and in a
few cases became more educated in Lao.

Hmong literacy increased slightly. In addition to
the romanized orthography, two Lao-based writing systems
were in use during the period. One was developed by the
Hmong who sided with the Pathet Lao and the other by
parts of the Protestant church (Smalley 1976; Lemoine
1972a). As economic and cultural deprivation and mili-
tary stress increased, there developed the Chao Fa (Lao:
"Lord of the Sky") Messianic movement, an attempt to re-
create a golden past mixed with elements of the changing
present, something which was uniquely Hmong. With it was
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invented a writing system unlike any of the others in use
for the language (Lemoine 1972a:142-146).

The Thailand camp stage was in many ways an exten-
sion of the conglomerate life of the resettlement areas
in Laos. There were some important differences, of
course. Camp life brought contact with a different gov-
ernment and numerous foreign agencies. It brought arti-
ficial restriction on movement, and even more limited
possibilities for economic self-help. It also brought
some relief from war pressures, although the pressure
continued for those Hmong who slipped back across the
border to continue fighting or who had relatives in dan-
ger in Laos.

The degree to which traditional social structures
were shredded in camp life depended on the family history
of disaster. Some camps preserved the spatial proximity
of traditional relationships from earlier village settle-
ment. Ban Vinai in particular did not. For many Hmong
the camps brought the trauma of family separation of a
new kind. Parts of extended families would leave to
travel unimaginable distances to fearful and legendary
destinations in other parts of the world.

The camps brought Thai education for children, and
intensified desire and opportunity for Hmong literacy.
It also brought high motivation and increased opportunity
for learning English. Yang Dao (personal communication)
states that at Nam Phong, the Thai camp to which the
first Hmong refugees were taken, there was an English
class taught by the few who knew some English "under
every tree." Eventually some of this adult education was
taken over by social agencies from outside the camp.

The Hmong who came to the United States, then, came
with a far more varied and complex experience than a
reading of Lemoine (1972b), set in the Lao adaptive
stage, or Geddes (1976), set in an analogous stage in
Thailand, would lead us to expect. Some people had been
swept along by the changing events, without learning to
do much more than minimal coping for survival. Others
had responded to the new situations by learning new
skills and adapting creatively to new opportunities.

The innovations of the United States resettlement
stage are beyond the scope of this paper, even if they
were to be presented only in the sketchy form with which
I approached the other stages. But for many Hmong this
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has been the most traumatic stage of all. This is the
stage, of course, in which many Americans have come to
know the Hmong. The attempt to understand something of
what is behind the adaptations emerging in the United
States requires us to look at the innovations which took
place in the camps and, before that, in the resettlement
conglomerations, in addition to examining traditional
life. Adaptation to life in America continues the pro-
cess which has been going on through the lifetimes of the
Hmong who are here.
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NOTES

I am here concerned only with modern history of the
Hmong, and only with developments which took place in
Laos and among Hmong who were dispersed from Laos since
1975. The centuries-long experience of the Hmong in
China is not included.

2This is probably a Hmong pronunciation of the Lao Muong
Plai. The Hmong name is Zos Kev Xov Hlau. The villages
were located about one third of the way between Muong
Sai and Muong Ngoi. Principal informant on the
experience of the Moos Plais people was Vam Ntxhais
Xyooj (Vas Say Xiong), headman of one of the villages
throughout the total experienced described. His infor-
mation was supplemented by that provided by other mem-
bers of the group.

3This date is estimated by working back from Vam Ntxhais
Xyooj's memory of approximate times spent in subsequent
locations.

*A move of about one hundred direct-line miles.
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SNote that rectangular blocks and houses oriented to them
are not in keeping with traditional Hmong house-
orientation patterns.

6Doris Whitelock reported (personal communication) that
at nearby camp Ban Nam Yao;, men sometimes worked with
women at the embroidery and became fairly good at it.

7"The constraint of space, so common in the other refugee
camps, is not a problem in Sop Tuang. The camp is
spread over approximately 1,000 acres .... [This has]
allowed the residents to group themselves into natural
village communities." (Committee for Coordination
1982:52).

8] have not had time to find out how conglomerations like
Long Cheng were organized, and whether (as I suspect)
some of that organization carried over into the camps.

JInformation about Ban Vinai and the youth group there is
primarily from Vang Vang, who was one of the youths in-
volved.

10For a map of nineteenth century Hmong migration into
Laos, see Yang 1975:10.

llYang Dao reports that the first such school in Xieng
Khouang Province was established in 1939 (1975:134).

12For an indication of the distribution of Hmong resettle-
ment areas in southern Xieng Khouang Province in 1974,
see Yang 1975:144.

13The square or oblong paj ntaub decorative pieces sold by
Hmong women in the United States date back to 1964, dur-
ing the resettlement stage in Vientiane. The sewing
skills are very much older, of course, as are most of
the designs typically to be seen in examples of this
craft. However, the square form was adapted for sale to
tourists out of the traditional baby carrier shaped to
hold the baby on the mother's back, and with straps
attached (Lemoine, personal communication).
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THE HMONG OF LAOS:
ECONOMIC FACTORS IN REFUGEE EXODUS AND RETURN

Robert Cooper*

INTRODUCTORY NOTE

This paper is concerned only with the economic as-
pects of Hmong exodus from and repatriation to Laos. It
is not' suggested that economic motives for fleeing an in-
tolerable situation preclude or dominate other motives.
That the great majority of Hmong refugees fled because of
a genuinely-felt fear of reprisal or persecution from the
new regime is not called into question. 1 suggest only
that there were additional economic reasons for the Hmong
to leave Laos, and to leave when they did. These econo-
mic factors in the Hmong exodus are important (or are
likely to become important) to any discussion of future
return to Laos, however and under whatever political or
military conditions that return is envisaged.

I am fully aware that the suggestion that economic
factors played a role in the Hmong refugee exodus, albeit
a subordinate role, will transgress some Hmong sensitivi-
ties. 1 hope that my Hmong friends, on both sides of the
frontier, will understand that my intention in making
this suggestion is only to contribute to the debate on
the future welfare of all Hmong, particularly those cur-
rently caught up in the no man's land of refugee camps.

Naively, I ask the Hmong reader to set aside the in-
tolerance and suspicion bred through years of tragedy and
uncertainty and to approach this paper with as much as he
or she can muster of the tolerance and sincerity that
characterizes traditional, peaceful, village Hmong soci-
ety.

THE THESIS

So far, 190 Hmong have repatriated voluntarily to
Laos since the United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-
gees (UNHCR) began a voluntary repatriation programme in
1980 (see Table 1; all figures are correct as of end of
1983).

23
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Table 1

VOLUNTARY REPATRIATION TO LAOS

Year Lao Hmong Yao
1980 193
1981 276 130 133
1982 802 59 208
1983 526 1 80
1,797 190 421 TOTAL: 2,408

Not very many. But the importance of the programme
cannot be judged simply by the numbers involved. A great
many more Hmong are at this moment (January 1984) sitting
it out in refugee camps in Thailand, waiting to see what
happens to the 190 before deciding which way to go: on
to America or back to Laos.

One-hundred-ninety people is, if you put them all
together, only the size of one Hmong village, and not a
very big one at that. One-hundred-ninety returnees com-
pared to more than 60,000 Hmong who have chosen resettle-
ment in third countries; 190 returnees compared to more
than 40,000 Hmong currently in the camps; 190 returnees
compared to more than 100,000 Hmong who have fled the Lao
Peoples Democratic Republic. And 190 returnees compared
to an estimated 200,000 Hmong remaining in the country.

The number of Hmong who have decided to turn around
and go back home is tiny, yet the movement back to Laos
has a significance far greater that its size. Their de-
cision to return poses questions which must be answered.
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Why did Hmong lezve Laos? Why did the exodus take
the apparently erratic form evident in the annual and
monthly statistics? (Tables 2 and 3). Why are there such
remarkable differences between departure patterns of low-
land Lao and highland Hmong (Table 2, 3 and 4). Why did
the majority of Hmong remain in Laos? Why did some Hmong,
having left, decide to return to Laos?

Reference to political factors alone cannot fully
answer these questions or fully explain patterns of beha-
viour. I am going to suggest that by adding an economic
theory to the well-known political facts, we can come
nearer to an explanation.

In this paper, I shall argue that the environment
that supported traditional Hmong swidden (slash-and-burn)
cultivation in Laos had changed significantly before the
great exodus of 1975, and that because of this change
many of those who fled at that time might have died of
hunger had they remained in Laos. 1 shall also consider
the possibility that the very magnitude of the exodus re-
established something of an ecological equilibrium, fur-
ther reducing the urgency of the exodus rate and raising
the possibility that resources in Laos could support a
movement of Hmong refugee farmers back to the mountains
of Laos.

I am also going to suggest that Hmong who chose to
leave Laos early in the year probably had sound economic
motives, in addition to any other motives, for going at
just that time.

I find it convenient to arrange evidence and argu-
ments to test the following thesis:

In Laos, a direct correlation exists between the
Hmong population/resources ratio and the rate of
exodus and return.

I shall consider evidence to support this thesis
within three categories: historical, observational and
empirical.



Table 2

ARRIVALS IN THAILAND BY YEAR

1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983
LAO 10,195 19,499 18,065 48,786 22,045 28,967 16,428 3,203 4,521
HILL- 44,659 7,266 3,873 8,013 23,943 14,901 4,305 1,816 2,870
TRIBE
Table 3
ARRIVALS IN THAILAND BY MONTH
A. HILL-TRIBE*
Year Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Qct Nov Dec TOTAL
1981 651 403 1,221 662 358 228 56 284 151 152 4 145 4,305
1982 182 171 371 319 191 0 4 162 164 127 108 17 816
1983 235 593 239 540 178 9 358 206 0 112 184 220 2,870
B. LOWLAND LAO
1981 651 403 1,221 662 358 228 56 284 151 142 4 145 4,305
1982 643 612 428 196 189 227 215 250 79 120 96 148 3,203
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THE HISTORICAL EVIDENCE

During the years 1850 to 1880, the Hmong in China
fought a series of wars against the Manchu Government,
which was at the time committed to a policy of heavy tax-
ation in order to pay off the heavy indemnities demanded
by the British after the Opium War and was looking for
ways of making money. Opium had caused these indemnities
and it seems likely that the Manchus saw opium as a way
of paying off these indemnities. Certainly the Chinese
policy of banning opium cultivation was now reversed and
production seems to have been encouraged. With the Hmong
sitting on some of the best opium land in the world, it
is logical to assume that the Chinese authorities of the
time wanted control over it and revenue from it. It
seems reasonable therefore to say that the Hmong-Manchu
wars were predominantly economic in character.

To say that the wars had economic motives does not,
of course, deny that there was repression by the Manchu
authorities or that many thousands of Hmong fled across
the border. For all we know, the nineteenth century
Hmong exodus from China could have been every bit as
great as the twentieth century exodus from Laos. Perhaps
even greater. Of course, repression was not absolute and
in spite of the great number of refugees who fled the
country, the majority of Hmong remained in nineteenth
century China, as the majority of Hmong remained in twen-
tieth century Laos.

Thus, the history of the Hmong is seen to contain at
least one precedent of large-scale refugee exodus. The
Hmong, unable to continue their way of life without in-
terference from the Chinese authorities, fled in large
numbers from one nation state to re-establish themselves
successfully in another nation state.

This nineteenth century refugee movement slowed down
once persecution, or the fear of persecution, ceased to
exist. However, the movement did not stop. Still less
did it reverse. Significantly, it continued. Why?

I can see only one reason to explain the persistent
movement from China, through the northern part of Vietnam
and into Laos: the economic certainty that resources were
much better in the new location than in China.

It seems likely that a situation of environmental
imbalance or, to call it by another name, "resource scar-
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city," existed in some of the Hmong areas of nineteenth
century southern China and that the Hmong solved this
problem by relocating a large number of their people into
an area of fresh resources. Once an environmental bal-
ance was reestablished in China, or once the imbalance
became less acute, the exodus slowed down.

As far as can be guessed, the migration from China
seems to have taken two forms: a large-scale refugee exo-
dus and a small-scale calculated relocation of individual
families or groups of families.

Exactly the same forms of migration are evident in
the post-1975 Hmong exodus from Laos. This fact in it-
self suggests a likely similarity of causes, which 1
would summarize as fear of persecution plus the need to
escape a situation of resource scarcity.

By suggesting the existence of historical precedent,
I do not wish to imply that the Hmong collectively or
individually copied actions which had ‘proven effective
responses to problems encountered in the past. I am only
saying that the Hmong have demonstrated an ability to
face economic and political problems in a certain way,
that way being large-scale migration.

After the exodus from China into Vietnam and Laos, a
further movement of Hmong took place from Laos into Thai-
land.  This gradual migration took the form of household
relocation. It seems to have begun soon after the Hmong
left China and to have led to a sizable Hmong presence in
Thailand by the early twentieth century. Why did this
movement take place?

A political motive seems to have been absent. Al-
though the Hmong in Laos did get into some skirmishes
with the French, this was only after the migration was
under way. Anyway, the Hmong in Laos probably extracted
from the French a much greater degree of political auto-
nomy than they could hope to obtain in Thailand.
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I would suggest, therefore, the likelihood that the
swidden use of mountain sides for opium cultivation
(which  progressively reduces soil fertility until land
ceases to be productive) created a resources/population
imbalance in certain Hmong areas of Laos throughout the
first half of the twentieth century and that the Hmong
responded to that situation in exactly the same way they
had responded to the same problem in China: by moving a
proportion of the population--not all of the population--
into a situation of resource plenty.

Thus, it can be argued that two historical prece-
dents of Hmong economic migration across national fron-
tiers predated the beginnings of the Laotian civil war in
the 1950s.

The thirty-year-long civil war was undoubtedly re-
sponsible for removing further portions of land in Hmong
areas of Laos from the possibility of exploitation. Many
mountain areas, previously open to cultivation, were
stripped of vegetation by the effects of bombing and che-
micals.

During the fighting of the 1960s and early 1970s,
the Hmong tended to group in certain safe villages, in
displaced person camps in the lowlands and in the "secret
army" mountain town of Long Cheng, which had been estab-
lished as early as 196l. Such large population groupings
could not hope to supply all subsistence needs by tradi-
tional swidden cultivation, and a great many Hmong fami-
lies came to rely increasingly on food drops by aircraft,
handouts in the population centres or the soldier's pay
earned by adult males. Most estimates of the number of
Hmong on some form of "welfare" during this period total
over one hundred thousand.

In addition to these one hundred thousand we should
remember that there were also Hmong in uniform on the
Pathet Lao side. They earned little money but it is true
to say that they also gained at least part of their basic
subsistence by nonagricultural means.

The picture of Hmong areas of Laos in 1975 is one in
which the pinch of resource scarcity had long promoted a
steady movement of Hmong migrants into Thailand; this
situation of resource scarcity was compounded by a civil
war which had many of the effects of the industrial revo-
lution in Europe, driving farmers from their lands whilst
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at the same time offering alternative means of livelihood
in centres of population.

It is also worth noting that as far as we know com-
paratively few Hmong fled war~torn Laos in the decade be-
fore 1975. This is surprising--even amazing--considering
that the Hmong were the principal casualties of the war.
This low level of refugee outflow during the war suggests
one or both of two things: either that the Hmong stayed
in Laos to fight against communism or that the provision
of aid and paid employment acted as an economic incentive
to remain, even when remaining was not only dangerous but
required adaptation or abandonment of traditional life-
style. (Similar economic incentives induced many thou-
sand Thais to leave the safety of Thailand and fight as
mercenaries in Laos.)

When, in 1975, the alternative means of livelihood
came to an abrupt end, tens of thousands of Hmong found
themselves abruptly face to face not only with the fear
of the enemy's revenge but also with a situation of accu-
mulated resource scarcity.

I do not doubt that the Hmong who fled Laos at that
time did so from a genuine fear of persecution following
the change in regime. However, I feel it is worth making
the point that they also had an economic motive for flee-
ing when they did. Had they remained in Laos, it is dif-
ficult to see how they could have avoided large-scale
famine. Certainly the Pathet Lao government, had it been
inclined to do so, could not have offered any assistance,
since the rice harvests in the years following the change
of regimes were insufficient to feed the lowland popula-
tion.

Thus, whatever the political reasons for Ileaving
(which are not in doubt), the convulsive exodus from Laos
could be said to have served economic functions, both for
the leavers and the stayers. The leavers were removed
from a situation of resource scarcity and potential fam-
ine whilst the stayers had far less competition for
available resources.

THE OBSERVATIONAL EVIDENCE

My argument that the Hmong of Laos suffered from a
very adverse population/resources imbalance is supported
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by my personal observations made over the period of De-
cember 1980 to March 1983. During this time, I lived in
Vientiane and travelled very widely by aeroplane, heli-
copter, truck, jeep and boat, and on foot. During these
travels around the country I was able to visit Sayaboury,
Xieng Khouang, Luang Prabang, Vientiane, Savannakhet,
Pakse and Attopeu provinces and got to see a number of
Hmong villages.

I was particularly interested in Xieng Khouang for
four reasons:

1. The majority of Hmong refugees in Ban Vinai Camp (the
Hmong refugee camp in Thailand) seem to come from
that province.

2. Only one of the 190 Hmong repatriates to Laos re-
tumed to Xieng Khouang. A few others had originated
from that province but chose not to return there.

3. Many of some fifteen hundred Hmong who live in the
large settlement at KM 52 north of the town of
Vientiane said they had left Xieng Khouang because
of the difficulty of finding enough land to farm in
that province.

4. Several thousand Hmong from Xieng Khouang had reset-
tled in several groups around Vang Viang. Some had
arrived there before 1975, but most had come since
the change in regimes. All of those I met stated
that it was very difficult to make a living in Xieng
Khouang.

I was able to fly extensively by helicopter through-
out Xieng Khouang Province. Everywhere, the mountains
were covered with grass--not trees. And it was the kind
of tough grass known technically as imperata, a grass
that grows where little else can and puts down long roots
which make cultivation by hand hoe extremely difficult if
not impossible.

I had flown around northern Thailand ten years pre-
viously and seen much the same kind of thing in areas of
known resource scarcity. However, even in the worst
areas of northern Thailand, it had still been possible to
see some trees and some secondary growth on the mountain-
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sides and there was the feeling that resources recovery
was at least possible. Throughout most of Xieng Khouang,
however, 1 could find trees only in the folds between
mountains, where the slope was usually too steep to per-
mit cultivation.

I did see Hmong villages and fields but far fewer
than 1 had expected to see. There were, by contrast,
many Hmong in Phone Savane, the capital of Xieng Khouang
Province, including the president of the province. 1 was
able to speak with them without restriction and all gave
a rather gloomy picture of the province's economy. Their
accounts suggest that it is still possible for some vil-
lages to get by by growing opium, and Xieng Khouang re-
mains the major opium-producing province of Laos, but
"getting by" means living next to poverty and, as things
stand, there is no reason to assume that agricultural
prospects in the province will improve very much in the
future.

The situation in Luang Prabang, Sayaboury, and Vien-
tiane provinces was less severe than in Xieng Khouang.
Several villages 1 visited seemed to be getting by rea-
sonably well in terms of fields cultivated, food stocks
held, household livestock and standard of housing, dress
and so on. However, there is certainly no cause for com-
placency. Even in the best of areas it would be very
difficult to find a single location containing adequate
resources to support installation of a village-sized
group of, say, two hundred Hmong wishing to follow only
traditional techniques of cultivation.

Many other foreigners travelling to various parts of
Laos have confirmed my impression that the mountain areas
of Laos, in spite of very low population ratios, suffer
from a situation of resource scarcity that could best be
described as varying between serious and chronic. It is,
I feel, most likely that the roots of this situation ex-
tend back far beyond the great divide of 1975.

THE EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

The empirical evidence to support the thesis of dir-
ect correlation between resource availability and the
rate of exodus is, I must admit, not 100 percent convinc-
ing. This is mostly because of the difficulties involved
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in doing any really objective research in Laos and in the
camps of Thailand. [ have therefore had to rely on sta-
tistics collected for various official reasons, none of
them collected specifically to test the thesis. It must
also be borne in mind that these figures represent only
movement in and out of camps. It is most likely that
thousands more Hmong than get into the statistics have
moved across the border into Thailand without passing
through a camp and equally likely that several thousand
have "spontaneously repatriated"” to Laos.

The figures I am giving here do not conclusively
prove my thesis. On the other hand, they certainly do
not disprove it. To play it safe, I would say that a
reasonable interpretation of available statistics tends
to support the thesis.

First, annual arrivals of Hmong refugees in Thailand
since 1975, as set out in Table 2, invite analysis a-
gainst an economic background. (Figures are actually for
hill-tribe arrivals and include a few thousand Yao and
some members of other minority groups, but the great ma-
jority are Hmong.)

Two peaks are evident: 1975 and 1979. The reasons
for the 1975 exodus are obvious enough: fear of retalia-
tion against the Hmong by the victorious Pathet Lao and
the very sound economic reasons for leaving that I have
already gone into. But why should figures peak again in
1979? If fear of such factors as "yellow rain" were the
only reason for leaving, why did 23,943 flee the country
in 1979 and only 1,816 in 1982? The real answer, I feel,
has a lot to do with economics and the economic history
of the Hmong.

For a long, long time Hmong have lived near larger,
more dominant ethnic groups. Speaking as we must in gen-
eralizations: the majority ethnic groups—Chinese, Viet-
namese, Lao and Northern Thai--were firmly entrenched in
the lowlands where they practiced irrigation methods to
grow rice and lived in communities typified by permanent
economies, permanent villages, permanent authority struc-
tures and so on. The Hmong, on the other hand, were
hopping around from mountaintop to mountaintop, prac-
ticing shifting cultivation in communities typified by
shifting economies, temporary villages and temporary au-
thority structures. During thousands of years of quiet
subsistence farming, the Hmong lived near a majority cul-
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ture but had little reason to interact with that culture
and experienced no real competition for available re-
sources. Then, along came cash-crop opium.

Starting sometime in the nineteenth century, the
Hmong began to specialize in opium. They continued to
practice economic specialization even when this meant
that sufficient rice or other foods could not be grown to
meet all domestic needs. It was more profitable to sell
the opium and buy the extra food required, or to exchange
opium directly for food.

A situation developed in which, although very few
Hmong actually owned irrigated rice fields, a great many
Hmong--perhaps most Hmong--were dependent for at least a
part of their basic food supply on lowland fields in Lao
hands. The Lao were, in turn, dependent on Hmong (and
some other hill-tribe groups) for opium. But it is pos-
sible to live without opium, whereas it is much more dif-
ficult to live without rice, as was clearly evident in
Laos in 1977 and 1978.

In 1977, Laos experienced a disastrous drought.
This was followed in 1978 by an even more disastrous
flooding at harvest time. In both years Laos was forced
to appeal for international assistance to prevent famine.
There was, of course, very little rice from any source
available to sell to the Hmong.

The effects of this economic situation on the exodus
pattern of ethnic Lao is seen very clearly in Table 2.
More left in 1978 than in any other year. For the Hmong,
the effect was a little delayed for two reasons. First-
ly, the Hmong wupland rice crop, insufficient for all
needs as it was, was relatively unaffected by the floods.
The October harvest therefore was enough to keep every-
body going until after the January opium harvest of 1979.
By that time, however, it would have been clear that sup-
plementary rice would not be available and it seems rea-
sonable to assume that this has something to do with the
1979 Hmong exodus peak.

The years 1981, 1982 and 1983 have seen the best
rice harvests in Laos for many years. (Laos can now be
considered  self-sufficient in rice cultivation.) These
good harvests, like the bad, seem to be reflected in the
annual exodus rate for both Hmong and Lao in 1982 and
1983, which are the lowest recorded since [975.
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A second economic reason for the delayed effect on
Hmong exodus patterns is suggested by the monthly figures
for Hmong refugee arrivals in Thailand over the years
1981, 1982 and 1983, which are set out in Table 3.
(Monthly statistics are not available before January
1981.)

Figures for the first four months of each year are
much higher than for the other months of each year and
peak around March in all three years. Why should this
pattern emerge and what does it suggest?

A facile explanation often heard and credited, is
that the Mekong River, which most Hmong must cross before
arriving in Thailand, is low during the first half of the
year and at its height towards year's end. If this fact
is to be used to explain the least number of hill-tribe
refugee crossings (only four) in November 1981, it cannot
explain the high figure of 1,413 lowland Lao who crossed
the same river in the same month of the same year. It
certainly cannot explain why no Hmong crossed in June
1982, when the river was at its lowest.

Thus, whilst it is recognized that the Mekong in
flood presents a fearsome obstacle to mountain people un-
used to water travel, we must look beyond the river
theory for an explanation of the monthly patterns of exo-
dus evident in Table 3. I suggest that these patterns
are less a result of river level than they are evidence
of the dictates of the agricultural year.

Hmong harvest rice around October, sometimes into
November.  This harvest is followed by Hmong New Year
celebrations, which in turn are followed by the opium
harvest.

The opium harvest wusually takes a single family
three to four weeks to complete. The precise date it be-
gins varies between localities and depends on soil con-
ditions, type of seeds used and weather conditions in any
particular year. At the very earliest, it begins in
early December and at the very latest it is completed in
the first days of February. The two months following the
opium harvest, February and March, are used to cut new
fields, repair the house and do various tasks to prepare
for the coming agricultural year. Families intending to
move to a new location do so at this time of year. They
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use the revenue from post-harvest opium sales to help
them move and to tide them over in the new location until
they become reestablished.

The hill-tribe refugee statistics of Table 3, in
showing a significant increase in Hmong arriving in Thai-
land around March are, to an extent, simply reflecting
traditional patterns of movement (movement in these cases
being across a national boundary). This suggests that,
at least since 1981, economics has played a big part in
the decision to leave at a certain time. The main rea-
son for leaving might be fear of persecution, but I can
think of no reason why that fear should be greater in the
early months of the year. If fear of persecution were
the only reason for fleeing the country, we would not
expect quite so many to wait around for the opium har-
vest.

There is a further economic reason for Hmong in Laos
to leave the country as soon as the opium is harvested,
especially those in Xieng Khouang. If they get out
quickly enough, they can avoid having to sell a large
part of the harvest to the government. The Laotian gov-
ernment now operates the same kind of opium monopoly that
has always caused problems for the Hmong under the Chi-
nese, French and Thai. The main problem involves fixing
an appropriate price for the year's supply. Opium is a
crop which varies dramatically in supply and price be-
tween years. A few days' poor weather can greatly reduce
the size of the harvest. When this happens in a free-
market situation, the price rises to compensate somewhat
for the shortfall. However, when the only buyer is the
government, and the price is fixed by the state, small
bureaucratic adjustments in the official price (usually
made months after the crop has been sold) cannot provide
the same level of compensation.

Also relevant are the facts that the government buys
in kip, the national currency of Laos, which can be re-
lied upon to devalue as the year progresses, and pays a
price which is much lower than the free market within
Laos, where payment is made in silver, dollars or Thai
baht. And the Laotian free market price is in turn much
lower than the price obtainable across the border in
Thailand.

The dictates of the agricultural year together with
the marketing procedures currently in force in Laos might
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have very little to do with the total availability of ag-
ricultural resources and the total annual rate of exodus,
but statistics certainly suggest a link between resource
exploitation patterns and patterns of monthly exodus.
They also suggest that at least a proportion of Hmong
refugees are sensitive to economic factors when selecting
a time to flee the country.

SUMMARY

Supporting evidence for the thesis that a direct
correlation  exists between availability of agricultural
resources and rate of exodus follows:

1. Historical precedents exist. The Hmong have behaved
in the same way before, moving across national boun-
daries in very large numbers when threatened by re-
source scarcity.

2. The Hmong exodus from Laos existed prior to the be-
ginnings of civil war in 1950.

3. The civil war disguised the population/resources im-
balance by providing alternative means of livelihood.

4. The civil war promoted large-scale settlement and de-
pendency. Economic survival required large-scale
settlements to disperse rapidly in 1975. Thousands
faced famine; thousands fled Laos.

5. The drought of 1977 and floods of 1978 meant the
traditional supplement of rice could not be purchased
from the lowlands in 1979.

6. Vast areas of Hmong lands have become unsuitable for
cultivation by traditional methods. This is par-
ticularly true in the former Hmong stronghold of
Xieng Khouang.

7. The majority of Hmong refugees in the camps in Thai-
land are from Xieng Khouang.
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8. Departure rate figures suggest that Hmong respond to
economic factors when deciding a particular time to
leave the country, in many cases completing an agri-
cultural cycle before departure.

CONCLUSION

At this moment many a Hmong is sitting in Ban Vinai
refugee camp wondering whether to go back to Laos, go to
America or remain sitting in Ban Vinai.

In the camp, or in America, this Hmong person can be
fairly sure his family will get enough to eat. His fam-
ily is also likely to benefit from the kind of medical
and educational facilities which would be almost unavail-
able in Laos.

If he goes back to Laos, he will receive a certain
amount of assistance in the form of rice and salt to help
him over the first year. But even providing this very
basic assistance causes tremendous problems. There is no
budget for the kind of grand-slam air drops of rice that
took place before 1975, and that kind of blanket assis-
tance is not appropriate for programmes aimed at achiev-
ing self-sufficiency within the minimum time period.

Rice in the 1980s is delivered by trucks, boats,
horseback and man-back. Delays in delivery occur and are
normal in the more remote areas. And there is a Catch-22
aspect in the provision of rice assistance to Hmong: rice
can only be delivered to the location to which a Hmong
chooses to return, yet the Hmong person in question is
most likely to move around looking for a piece of land to
support his family. If he stays put in one place he will
probably receive rice but may not become self-sufficient;
if he moves around he stands a better chance of becoming
self-sufficient but he is likely to miss out on the rice
assistance.

Apart from rice assistance, a Hmong returnee family
gets a one-time present of a "resettlement kit." This
contains clothing and black cloth to make Hmong clothing
and the basic items of domestic assistance: pots and
pans, bowls, spoons, blankets, mats, water buckets, soap,
etc. It also contains a set of tools to assist in clear-
ing the ground and building a house: an axe, machete,
hoe, hammer and so on. With this kit and a first in-
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stallment of rice, the family is taken to a point as near
to home or the chosen area of return as it is possible to
reach with available transport; then off they go on
foot. Back where they started from. The rest is up to
them.

One of the most pleasant parts of my job in Laos was
visiting returnees (Hmong, Yao and Lao) several months
after they had returned home. 1 was always impressed
with the Hmong ability to take up the old life again—
usually with the help of relatives or clansmen. It was
also very nice to see how quickly most camp refugees re-
covered their pride once back in the mountains in a
newly-built Hmong house, wearing Hmong dress, sitting on
a little stool by a big fire, smoking a ying-tong or
doing some embroidery.

These impressions of the Hmong returnee at home have
little to do with economics. They are of course subjec-
tive and are no doubt coloured by the fact that I am both
a romantic Westerner and an anthropologist. But, the
last thing I would wish to do is romance about a Hmong
return to Laos. I would much prefer such a movement to
be based on sound economic facts, and some of these facts
I have tried to present in this paper.

As things stand at the moment, I would say that the
(economic) utilitarian balance swings against the return
of Hmong to Laos in large numbers.

Most certainly, Hmong can go back to the mountains
and live in Hmong houses in Hmong villages. However,
they won't be able to gain much of a livelihood if they
go back to Xieng Khouang and start to grow opium, and
this I feel is one of the major factors preventing a
larger movement back to Laos.

For the economic balance to swing in favour of re-
turn to Laos, some form of agricultural change and devel-
opment is required. Alternative uses of available re-
sources would need to be promoted.

A start has already been made on this development.
As yet, a very small start. Some pilot projects have
been established in Hmong areas by UNHCR and by the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). These proj-
ects centre on some form of permanent cultivation and
residence but are unlikely to require great changes in
the Hmong way of life. Mostly they involve creating new
irrigated rice fields and rehabilitating old ones, pro-
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viding livestock and introducing or improving basic edu-
cational and medical facilities. All of these projects
are geared to assisting the local population, i.e. those
who never left the country, whilst creating opportunities
which will be reserved for returnees.

Even if all the projects currently being undertaken
by UNHCR and UNDP in Laos are successful, conditions will
have been created for the return of, at best, two or
three thousand Hmong. Clearly much more needs to be done
before anybody can realistically talk about having laid
the groundwork to support return to Laos as a real econo-
mic alternative to resettlement in and assimilation into
a non-Hmong world.

The economic conditions to support a large-scale re-
turn to Laos will not suddenly appear tomorrow. They can
only be created by money and hard work. And the availa-
bility of money from international sources depends on
political rather than economic factors. It depends on
precisely those factors that | have not mentioned in this

paper.

*NOTE

The author was Programme Officer for the United Na-
tions High Commissioner for Refugees in Laos between
December 1980 and March 1983, and is currently Geneva-
based Resettlement Officer concerned with Indochinese
refugees. He wishes to make it quite clear that, while
observations made during his residence in Laos helped
form the ideas this paper contains, he is writing in a
purely personal capacity. His views do not necessarily
reflect those of UNHCR and he should not be quoted in his
capacity as a UNHCR official.



PROCESSES OF IDENTITY MAINTENANCE
IN HMONG SOCIETY

Timothy Dunnigan

INTRODUCTION

The long-term survival of an ethnic minority does not
depend upon the retention of specific cultural character-
istics. Edward Spicer (1980) points out that the Yaqui
Indians of northwestern Mexico have endured as a people
despite more than 350 years of dramatic change. In 1617,
Catholic priests began establishing missions extensively
among the Yaqui. European-derived economic institutions
greatly affected Yaqui subsistence and settlement pat-
terns through the colonial and post-independence periods
(1617-1910). After losing a protracted and nearly geno-
cidal war to the Mexican government in the nineteenth
century, many Yaquis were deported to southern Mexico.
Others became refugees in the United States. Political
and economic pressures of the twentieth century reduced
the indigenous communities almost to extinction. In-
creased government support of Indian economic rights over
the last several decades has encouraged Yaquis to reset-
tle in their original territories, and a number of Yaqui
towns are beginning to thrive once again.

Considering all the changes that have occurred in the
Yaqui way of life, it is difficult to say in what sense
the contemporary Yaqui can claim continuity with the
past. According to Spicer, Yaqui history reveals the per-
sistence of a collective identity system, a unique set of
symbols that embody group beliefs and sentiments.

An identity system...develops independently of
those processes by which a total culture pattern,
a set of particular customs and beliefs consti-
tuting a way of life, is maintained. The contin-
uity of a people is a phenomenon distinct from
the persistence of a particular set of culture
traits. (Spicer 1971:798)

The Hmong have survived challenges to their exis-
tence similar to those faced by the Yaqui. In both cases,
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there have been long periods of adjustment to unstable
environments.  Although each group has remained socially
and culturally distinct, popular conceptions of the Hmong
and Yaqui as being very traditional distort reality.
"Tradition" usually implies a lack of change in respect
to some vague preindustrial baseline. In this sense, the
term is not useful in describing the ways in which ethnic
minorities endure while undergoing culture change for
centuries. The issue is not whether the Hmong refugees
in America can remain culturally conservative or must ac-
cept assimilation. More to the point are questions re-
garding the future form and meaning of Hmong identity
symbols and the evolving structure of social relations
through which these symbols will be expressed. Rather
than attempting to analyze the extremely complex Hmong
identity system as it exists and is being created in
America, I will discuss some of the processes of identity
maintenance that will affect relations between the Hmong
and other groups for some time to come. My purpose is to
describe how dynamic identity elements such as ethnic
politics, religion, language and kinship reinforce Hmong
social boundaries as adaptations are made to changing
circumstances. !

THE OPPOSITIONAL PROCESS

Group identity presupposes social boundaries defined
by "we vs. they" criteria. Whatever the nature of these
criteria, they are brought into sharper focus by the op-
position of outsiders. In his essay on persistent peoples
in North America and Europe, Spicer (1971:797) character-
izes such opposition as a "continued conflict between
these peoples and the controllers of the surrounding
state apparatus.” As an enclaved minority, the Hmong
have had to contend with the opposing interests of vari-
ous nationalities. The movement of Hmong from China into
Southeast Asia was to some extent impelled by pressure
from other ethnic groups (Savina 1924; Weins 1967;
Larteguy 1979). Under conditions of extreme threat, re-
vitalization movements led by Hmong prophets have re-
sulted in armed conflict. A more typical Hmong reaction
to external political authority has been accommodation.
In sixteenth century Kweichow, China, the Hmong consti-
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tuted a distinct but fully integrated segment of a broad-
er political order.

Tribal chieftains, including Miao [Hmong] chief-
tains, were appointed to hereditary administra-
tive positions, adopting Chinese surnames and en-
tering into a kind of feudatory arrangement with
the imperial government on behalf of the tribes-
men within their jurisdiction (LeBar et al. 1964:
70).

In Laos, the Hmong sought similar arrangements with
French colonial authorities and various Lao political
factions. They tried to maximize their autonomy by be-
coming valued supporters of the established government or
an- emerging power.

Hmong external relations in Laos before the collapse
of the Constitutional Monarchy in 1975 and during the re-
cent period of refugee resettlement, suggest the follow-
ing general assumptions and principles. Accommodation and
compromise usually accomplish more than direct confronta-
tion. The interests of the Hmong will not be dependably
served by any dominant majority, and it is necessary to
maintain the positions of leaders capable of rallying the
Hmong in times of crisis. Since a Hmong political leader
achieves and holds his position by continuously demon-
strating an ability to obtain help for others, he must
have access to resources not only within Hmong society,
but also within the broader political order than that
which encompasses the Hmong. Persons of influence be-
longing to the dominant majority should be cultivated as
potential allies who will understand and sympathetically
respond to Hmong needs. The insertion of Hmong personnel
into  majority-controlled institutions that affect the
Hmong begins with the establishment of such alliances.

The Hmong were relatively unknown to the American
public when they began arriving in the United States from
Thailand refugee camps during the spring of 1976. Hmong
leaders who spoke English moved quickly to establish con-
tacts with American citizens willing to publicize how the
Hmong had supported United States interests in Laos. The
resulting media coverage helped to identify the Hmong as
a special group of refugees to whom the United States
owed a considerable debt. Exceptionally able Hmong were
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promoted by the group as candidates for jobs offered
through resettlement agencies. Although relatively young,
most of the Hmong hired by the agencies to do casework
had already held responsible positions in Laos.

Despite the hiring of Hmong by organizations serving
refugees, misunderstandings occurred between Hmong lead-
ers and some agencies over control of government funds
allocated for resettlement programs. Experience had
taught the Hmong that security depended upon solidarity,
and the refugees were unlikely to remain united if their
only choice was to turn to outsiders for help. The Hmong
wanted to be primary providers of some services to refu-
gee families. They hoped to negotiate arrangements simi-
lar to those that had been obtained in Laos, i.e., the
distribution of resources through Hmong political struc-
tures. Largely due to Hmong persuasion, Hmong mutual as-
sistance associations were given limited public and pri-
vate funding to <carry out educational, legal service,
housing and job development programs.

Participation in mutual assistance associations in-
creased rapidly during the early years of resettlement,
and some of the local self-help groups formed a loosely
structured national organization. Families looked to as-
sociation officers and board members for guidance. The
larger, more intact kinship groups were expected to be
the most active in establishing policy. Dissenting groups
were co-opted in the interests of unity. Persons advan-
taged by education and training felt obligated to con-~
tribute considerable time to association affairs.

As the threat of living in a strange country gradual-
ly lessened, the number of families regularly participat-
ing in association functions declined somewhat. The need
to support a protective alliance that overarched all of
Hmong society no longer seemed imperative. As a result,
many Hmong cut back on community involvement in order to
concentrate on matters of direct consequence to their kin
groups. This has not signaled a breakdown in ethnic group
solidarity. The Hmong appear to be in a new phase of a
cycle wherein reduced hostile opposition allows for a re-
duction in political hierarchical organization.

The history of Hmong politics indicates that refugee
organizations like the mutual assistance associations and
other supra-kinship modalities, such as athletic and so-
cial clubs, student associations, women's support groups,
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etc., are unlikely to disappear even if assimilation
pressures are minimal and outside financial assistance is
unobtainable. = These groups will continue to be supported
because they are needed to exert leverage when it becomes
necessary to influence majority policy toward the Hmong.
These organizations also have a number of other important
functions relating to the maintenance of ethnic group
identity.

THE HOMELAND

Community self-help organizations do much more than
deal with local problems. They serve as clearinghouses
for political news from Thailand and Laos. Members con-
tribute money to help finance the efforts of their na-
tional leaders to lobby government officials in Thailand
and the United States on policy matters affecting the
Laotian government. The continued interest in Laos is
understandable. = The concept of a homeland remains cen-
tral to the symbol system of a people even after control
over a territory has been lost (Spicer 1971). The Laotian
Hmong trace their roots back to China, but recognize Laos
as the place where they attained a special political i-
dentity. Refugees raised in Laos feel particularly close
to those who come from the same province, district or
village. Regional loyalties are de-emphasized by most
refugee political leaders, who prefer to focus on the
special role that the entire Hmong population played in
the emergence of Laos as an independent nation.

Most refugees intend to stay in America, even if a
reversal of the present political situation eventually
allows the Hmong to resettle in Laos. The unifying power
of Laos as a symbolic homeland will likely remain strong
because of Hmong historical awareness. As Spicer (1980:
360) so elegantly states,

In their sense of identity every people molds a
vessel into which they pour from generation to
generation the meanings of their historical ex-
periences. Each such creation is for every en-
during people a summation of their customs; in
such a listing the vital dimension is not pre-
sent. This dimension is the people's feeling
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about the way they have performed and the values
they have stood for in the course of their life
history as a people. Such associations with real
events in which people have suffered and tri-
umphed are poured into the mold of identity and
so come to have significance.

Knowledge of Hmong sacrifices in the context of the
real events of Laotian history will be perpetuated in the
general accounts known to the entire refugee community,
and in the more detailed and specific oral histories of
individual lineages.

LANGUAGE

The concentration of Hmong from many areas of Laos
into refugee settlements during and after the recent con-
flict in Southeast Asia greatly increased interdialectic
contacts. Over the past several decades there has proba-
bly been some leveling, but the two major dialects of
Laos known as Hmoob Dawb ("White Hmong") and Hmoob
Ntsuab? ("Blue Hmong™ remain distinct, and each includes
a number of regional variants. Refugees often switch dia-
lects depending upon the situation. Some young adults,
for instance, speak to their parents in one dialect, and
use other dialect forms when communicating with friends.

Hmong leaders support the idea of continued dialectal
variety, even at the risk of reinforcing political divi-
sions within the ethnic group. It is in regard to writ-
ten Hmong that political leaders have encouraged attempts
to establish a single standard. Working under the aegis
of the Hmong Association in St. Paul-Minneapolis, re-
spected members from influential kin groups representing
different dialects were able to produce a consensus Hmong
translation of junior high school curricular materials
(Dunnigan and Vang 1980a). All participants agreed to
use an orthography that had been developed in the early
1950s for Hmoob Dawb. Subsequent attempts to modify this
orthography in ways acceptable to some Hmoob Ntsuab crit-
ics, who understandably want equal status for their dia-
lect, have dissatisfied speakers of both dialects. I see
little prospect for a resolution of this problem, but the
political consequences should not be very great.
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Research on factors affecting language survival has
been inconclusive. Fishman (1974) notes that there are
exceptions to even the best documented generalizations
about linguistic acculturation. Notwithstanding the many
difficulties associated with predicting the future status
of any immigrant language, Dunnigan and Vang (1980b) as-
serted that language shift in the American Hmong communi-
ty could be expected to reach the stage of stabilized bi-
lingualism due to the persistence of certain kinship
structures that will provide the necessary separation of
domain use between English and Hmong.

More important for the maintenance of the Hmong
language is its function as an essential part of
ritual processes by which social relations are

established and intensified. This is particular-
ly true of the extended family (Dunnigan and Vang
1980b:44).

The most elaborate expressions of ritual language called
paj lug or "flowery speech" will probably be lost through
interregional leveling. @ The death of many senior leaders
of kin groups during the war seems to have accelerated
this process. The younger Hmong generally wish to avoid
the ritual language contests that were an important part
of making social contracts in Laos (Dunnigan and Vang
1980b). Special ritual language will still be needed to
negotiate and formalize crucial kin group alliances.

RELIGION

Religious belief and ritual observance, like lan-
guage, has the potential both to reinforce and to dis-
solve Hmong social cohesion. A majority of the Hmong in
Laos practiced a form of animism.3  Others were con-
verted by Catholic and Protestant missionaries. Approx-
imately half of the Hmong refugees in the United States
identify themselves as Christians. A  Hmong revitaliza-
tion movement called Chao Fa, a Lao term meaning "Lord
of the Sky," began in the last years of the Laotian war,
and continues to be a force in Laos and in Thailand refu-
gee camps. Hmong political and military leaders were al-
ways careful to honor Buddhism as the state religion.



48 THE HMONG IN TRANSITION

Buddhist symbols are still used to express nationalistic
sentiments.

Hmong religious beliefs and practices are diverse,
but there is a strong tendency toward uniformity within
the patrilineal kin group. This occurs for several rea-
sons. The membership must make collective decisions about
sharing resources, and divided loyalties of any kind
could undermine cooperation. The group's charter is its
history of descent. Religious beliefs define relation-
ships between living members and their ancestors. Sacred
rituals provide a means of memorializing these relation-
ships and strengthening group bonds. For the non-Chris-
tian Hmong, knowledge of lineage ceremonies helps deter-
mine who qualifies as a member. It is not surprising
that reconstituted refugee kin groups have been known to
reduce internal heterodoxy by pressuring members to
switch their allegiance from Christian back to animism.
Conversion has also occurred in the opposite direction
for the sake of group unity.

A much debated subject in the Hmong refugee community
has been the effects of Christian missionary work on kin
group relations. One concern is that Hmong solidarity
has been weakened because some fundamentalists shun non-
Christians. According to my observations, the increase
in Hmong religious diversity over the past three and a
half decades has not seriously impeded the formation of
crucial kin group alliances. Some Christian groups object
to members marrying outside of their faith, but such mar-
riages do take place frequently. Because the couple nor-
mally lives with the husband's parents, the wife usually
adopts her husband's religion. Thus the capacity of ref-
ugee Hmong to form suprakinship political structures has
not been reduced by religious sectarianism.

Rather than forcing the Hmong to assimilate, Chris-
tian affiliation has helped them to maintain their cul-
tural and social distinctiveness. Even when they are of-
ficially part of a larger, heterogenous church congrega-
tion, most Hmong prefer to meet separately, use their na-
tive language during services and worship under the di-
rection of Hmong ministers and deacons. Christianity, as
well as animism, has a special ethnic significance for
the Hmong.
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KINSHIP

Most studies of Hmong kinship# describe a set of
nested structures defined by patrilineal descent. The em-
phasis on descent sometimes obscures important differ-
ences between what Keesing (1975:9-10) calls cultural
categories and social groups. An example of the former is
the xeem or "patri-clan." Hmong who have the same clan
classification may choose to recognize reciprocal obliga-
tions and form a group, but this is not required simply
because a clan relationship exists. Those who trace their
descent back to a known ancestor are of one caj ces,
i.e., lineage or branch. This connection provides a much
stronger justification for common group membership. Pa-
trilineal descent, however, is only one of a number of
factors that determine the composition of Hmong kin
groups.

A common adaptive unit of the Hmong is an associa-
tion of closely related extended families. There is no
Hmong term that refers exclusively to this kind of asso-
ciation, but the expression pawg neeg or "close group"
applies in certain contexts. Brothers and lineage cous-
ins, uncles and nephews readily form such groups. Their
families constitute a perdurable core to which are added
more distant lineage and clan relatives. Occasionally, a
married male prefers to join the pawg neeg of his more
successful and/or more congenial in-laws. The willingness
of the Hmong to recognize even the most distant ties of
consanguinity and affinity has been crucial in reestab-
lishing family mutual assistance groups that were deci-
mated and scattered due to war, refugee flight and
resettlement.

The assumptions and principles mentioned earlier in
regard to external political relations apply in modified
form to Hmong kinship organization. Every family group
tries to expand the range of its alliance network by ac-
commodating the needs of other groups who will recipro-
cate when asked. Some kinds of help, e.g., sharing in-
come and housing, can only come from within the family
group. A family group will be in a better position to
help and protect members if it has capable leaders who
unselfishly promote the advancement of the entire group.
A unified association of families is the most effective
social arrangement for adapting to a changing and some-
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times hostile environment.

American Hmong worry that the young are becoming
more independent and less committed. to group interests.
As resettlement problems abate, and Hmong grow up exposed
to values that elevate personal achievement over social
duty, reliance on and devotion to the kin group may weak-
en. I anticipate that any reduction in the size and in-
fluence of Hmong kin groups will be interpreted by non-
Hmong observers as a late stage of assimilation. The ex-
pansion and intensification of internal coalitions his-
torically have varied in direct relation to external
threat. A less intensive oppositional process in America
will result in smaller corporate kin groups, but large
networks of groups related by descent and marriage will
be maintained as security against an uncertain future.

IDENTITY MAINTENANCE

Studies of Hmong refugee adaptation must present more
than "before" and "after" pictures that show the Hmong
suddenly crossing the threshold from a stable, tradition-
al existence to a situation of rapid development in a
modern society where ethnic differences are reduced to
trivial proportions. Extensive culture modification and
replacement are certainly taking place, just as occurred
in China, Laos and Thailand during earlier periods of
Hmong history. It is important to understand these
changes by analyzing their causes. We should also be
focusing on how the Hmong are using their acculturation
experiences in America to reinforce Hmong social and cul-
tural identity.

Political standing, gender, kinship and other kinds
of social roles are being redefined to fit circumstances
totally new to the Hmong. Borrowed elements are being
added to symbols of ethnicity and kinship. Constraints
imposed by majority society are forcing the Hmong to re-
vise important social rituals. It is also true that Hmong
adjustment strategies in the United States replicate ap-
proaches followed in Southeast Asia for managing cross-
cultural contacts and preserving Hmong ethnic integrity.
The processes of Hmong culture change appear to be both
linear and cyclical. '
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I began by presenting a brief overview of Yaqui his-
tory as an illustration of the difference between the re-
tention of cultural traits and the maintenance of an
identity system. The Hmong, like the Yaqui, have sur-
vived extremely difficult times by changing without suf-
fering identity loss. This kind of resilience teaches
some very important lessons. I again quote Edward Spicer
(1980:362).

Perhaps a people which endures, whether for only
a century or for millennia, embodies the most im-
portant kind of social unit which men create.
The persistent identity systems which character-
ize such social units are living, cumulative in-
terpretations of the significance of human life.
Each 1is unique and unrepeatable. Each is not
only the summation of one people's accumulated
understanding of their purpose and destiny; it
may also be a window for other peoples on the
general human purpose. When peoples of different
identities learn to cross one another's ethnic
boundaries, they come closer to the fullest pos-
sible appreciation of the meaning of human exis-
tence (1980:362).

NOTES
I innekin (1983:241) observes that:

... tradition is a conscious model of past life
ways that people use in the contruction of their
identity. The inheritance of an authentic tra-
dition and the naivete of the folk are illusory.
The use of a defining tradition exemplifies the
objectification ... and the invention ... of a
symbolic construct. As a self-conscious category,
tradition is inevitably "invented" ... the selec-
tion of what constitutes tradition is always made
in the present; the context of the past is modi-
fied and redefined according to a modern signifi-
cance.

A bibliography relevant to the issue of ethnic defini-
tion is provided by Linnekin.
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2The preferred self-designation in the Laotian province
of Sam Neua is Hmoob Leeg.

3Animism refers to a belief in spirits that reside in
nature and sometimes interact with people.

bSee Olney (1983) for a complete list of references on
Hmong kinship.
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CULTURE AND ADAPTATION:
HMONG REFUGEES IN AUSTRALIA

Gary Yia Lee

In an article on Hmong refugees in San Diego, Cali-
fornia, Scott reports that they respond to external ad-
versity "by becoming more Hmong rather than less so"
(1982a:154). This is manifested by their preference to
settle in the same geographical area and to interact
mostly with members of their own ethnic group. The re-
sult is a heightened sense of ethnicity which, although
reinforced by environmental factors, bases itself on
strong primordial sentiments such as "a tradition of po-
litical autonomy and social self-reliance” and a "strong
homogeneous community" with no major differences in lan-
guage, religion or customs.

These attributes, whatever their relevance to the
refugees, tell a casual reader very little about what is
"being Hmong" or, particularly, what is '"being more
Hmong." To a Hmong, what distinguishes the Hmong from
other people is their Hmong way of life. This way of life
is centered around shifting agriculture, a language with
mutually intelligible dialects, a strong belief in ances-
tor worship and animism, a division of labour according
to family membership and sex, a social structure based on
kinship ties through the patrilineage and clan systems, a
patrivirilocal pattern of residence, a history of migra-
tion from southern China and a long tradition of being
stateless.

Let me elaborate on some of these components of
Hmong society. Here I will focus on economic productiv-
ity, social structure and religion. This will allow us a
better evaluation of Hmong cultural articulation in Aus-
tralia, and may help in determining whether or not the
refugees can become more Hmong in the West or whether
they have to change in order to accommodate to the new
environment.

55
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THE TRADITIONAL PRODUCTIVITY BASE

No Hmong lifestyle is possible without subsistence
farming, supplemented by foraging, hunting, some fishing
and handicrafts. Agriculture is the dominant form of ec-
onomic production; it is closely related to the Hmong's
religion through such practices as ritual offerings to
appease field spirits and "first fruit" ceremonies for
the dead members of one's lineage in order to seek their
spiritual protection. The 'prestige sphere" identified
by Dalton (1971:14-16) in another context is also evident
in that the more agricultural goods a person can produce
and display, the more his position in the community Iis
enhanced. Agriculture, thus, gives rise not only to rit-
uals but also to the ways in which social roles and the
division of labour within the household are observed. To
some extent, the Hmong come close to the Marxist conten-
tion that the economy determines the structures and in-
stitutions of society (Marx 1965:121).

The role of family members, for instance, is defined
by their order of birth as well as by their abilities to
contribute to the survival of the family as a whole.
Thus, a husband's duties are to act as head of his house-
hold and to provide for its members' physical and spiri-
tual welfare. He 1is responsible for the selection of
farming sites and the felling of trees when clearing new
swiddens (farmland prepared by the slash-and-burn method)
but is rarely concerned with domestic chores, apart from
perhaps getting firewood. A wife, on the other hand, is
given the tasks of caring for children, preparing meals,
feeding chickens and pigs owned by the family, sharing in
all agricultural activities with her husband and consult-
ing him on family needs or major decisions.

In addition to the division of labour, the sociali-
zation of children is also affected when farming keeps
family members close to one another with little or no
outside contacts and influences. Grandparents, parents
and children are together at nearly all times, whether in
the home or in the field. The norms of primary group co-
operation and mutual assistance are thus instilled early
in life through the labour requirements imposed by the
economic base. Furthermore, agricultural traditions af-
fect the allocation and consumption of goods. While every
able-bodied person participates in the growing of crops,
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these commodities are for the consumption of the whole

household. Individual allocation of goods occurs only
with jewelry, some domestic animals, clothing, opium or
money.

It is obvious that subsistence cultivation plays a
most significant part in shaping social roles and rela-
tions within the household.l In order to achieve their
economic ends, the Hmong have evolved their own rules of
family behaviour with rights and obligations that must be
adhered to. As stated by Cohen (1968:2), in trying to
satisfy their needs, people are brought into relationship
with one another in an institutionalized framework with
common challenges and socially prescribed expectations.
This is true of Hmong, as of other human groups.

RELIGION AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE

Two other dominant features of Hmong society are its
social structure and religion. Hmong social groupings are
generally the product of kinship organization and its
manifestations through the rituals of ancestor worship,
two aspects of Hmong culture which are intricately inter-
related. @ The fortune of an individual or family depends
on close observation of ancestral reverence, geomancy and
kinship networks. @A Hmong's religion cannot be separated
from his social groupings, and his relations with other
Hmong are meaningful only in terms of whether or not they
share similar ancestral rites. Therefore, he cannot do
without his kinsmen and a good knowledge of their rituals
in order to carry on his Hmong existence.

When two Hmong meet for the first time, their imme-
diate concern 1is to establish their clan identities so
that they can relate to each other. It is simple to dis-
cover one's clan through one's surname. If they belong
to the same clan, the next question will be which subclan
they originate from. This is done by inquiring whether
they perform similar rituals in relation to funerals, the
"door ceremony" and the "ox ceremony"; whether the graves
of their dead are of the same construction. If these com-
mon factors are established, membership to a subclan is
confirmed. From this point, they may try to learn whether
they descend from the same ancestor and, thus, belong to
the same lineage. A lineage is known as a "cluster of
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brothers" (ib cuab kwv tij) or "one ceremonial household"
(ib tus dab ghuas).  Members of a "ceremonial household"
can die and have funerals in one another's houses, as
they would share similar ancestral rituals. People merely
belonging to a clan or subclan cannot be granted this
ceremonial privilege.

What this means is that the social structure divides
Hmong into different groupings united under clans, sub-
clans and lineages. For a man, the clan makes it possi-
ble to know which group to identify with and which woman
he can or cannot marry. After marriage, he is expected
to observe the residential prescription laid down by his
kinship system and reinforced by his ancestral cult. Pa-
trivirilocality is preferred, at least until the couple
has two or three children and can establish its own nu-
clear household away from the extended family. This does
not prevent the man from maintaining close relationships
with relatives of his wife. With the exception of mater-
ial support, there are no ritual bonds between a married
man and his affinal relatives because religious ceremo-
nies are reserved for agnatic ancestors.

The Hmong do not have elaborate ceremonies for birth
or during various stages of life. Explanations for the
meaning of life are to be found in funeral rites, the
meeting point between the living and the dead. This re-
lationship between ancestors and their descendants, be-
tween religion and social structure, gives the Hmong a
clearly defined way of life. As postulated by Radcliffe-
Brown (1941:40), such a belief system gives incentives to
those taking part in them to have a sense of dependence
on their ancestors and to commemorate them for having
given them their life, while they are spurred on to bring
up their descendants to whom they will one day also be-
come revered ancestors. It is this sense of duty that
creates a direct association between a Hmong's religion
and his social structure, particularly his lineage.

In their world view and ceremonial practices, the
Hmong see an explanation for their social groupings; in
their kinship ties, they find reason to maintain their
religion. Religious ceremonies renew group sentiment,
strengthen lineage solidarity, and Iinspire members to
carry out their obligations to the living, the dead and
those yet to be born. These factors, in Geertz's phras-
ing, form the group's ethos, and are "rendered intellec-
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tually reasonable by being shown to represent a way of
life ideally adapted to the actual state of affairs the
world view described,] while the world view is rendered
emotionally convincing by being presented as image of an
actual state of affairs peculiarly well arranged to ac-
commodate such a way of life" (Geertz 1966:3).

IMPACT OF RESETTLEMENT

Having discussed what I consider to be the most sa-
lient aspects of Hmong culture, let us now see how they
have been maintained or adapted to respond to the demands
and needs of a Western environment. To do this, we will
need to examine first the major factors which make Hmong
cultural adaptation necessary. Here I will use the Aus-
tralian experience of the Hmong refugees as illustration
of the issues involved. Let me add that the Hmong situ-
ation in Australia is by no means typical of other Hmong
groups, although some common features may be shared by
them.

In contrast to their subsistence farming in Laos,
where family members all work together, the complex wage
economy of Australia only accepts skilled adults into its
work force. For the refugees, this involves those who
have some degree of training and who can speak basic Eng-
lish. The division of labour is no longer based on family
membership, but on outsiders' decisions as to who is cho-
sen for work and who to be made idle. This means that
for the 344 Hmong in Australia, only 50 are gainfully em-
ployed, representing 44.6 percent of the total employable
population of 112, Thus, a total of 62 adults are not
employed. There are 208 Hmong children in Australia, of
whom 61.5 percent, or 128, are in primary and high
schools.

The old tradition of joint economic productivity by
all household members is seriously disrupted with those
who work going their separate ways each morning while the
elderly and the unemployed remain home with or without
children to attend to. The wage-earners are often away
from their families for eight to twelve hours a day, five
to six days a week, spending only weekends and evenings
at home. Children of school age are left to find company
with Mickey Mouse or Bullwinkle on television in the mor-
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ning, and return from school to watch Sesame Street or
the Brady Bunch in the afternoon. While at school, they
read Walt Disney books or Shakespeare, interact with
English~-speaking children, and learn from Anglo-European
teachers wusing a curriculum which makes no mention of
their culture. The parents often actively support this
acculturation process, so that the children quickly iden-
tify with the new society due to their ease in acquiring
English.

This almost daily fragmentation of the family by
school and work has eroded the cherished idea of a coop-
erative household united by common interests and economic
participation. With 35 of the 67 family heads without
work, many parents are no longer productive. They often
do not speak English and have to depend on their children
for simple tasks involving contacts with non-Hmong out-
siders. This reversal of roles and the consequent loss
of self-esteem on the part of the older family members
have made many of them feel despondent. The demands of
the West have precluded them from fulfilling their tradi-
tional roles as providers and decision-makers for their
families. Thus, social values regarding parental author-
ity, filial respect, clan obligations and reverence of
ancestors become gradually irrelevant or unenforceable.

This erosion of Hmong social values and norms within
the family is also felt in the area of interpersonal re-
lationships between members of the Hmong community. The
social structure, as I have discussed previously, is al-
ready greatly weakened by the fact that many families
share only clan membership but no other kinship features,
and a few families are the sole representative of their
clan in the new country. This means that there is little
or no similarity in rituals between them, since the shar-
ing of rituals is restricted to lineage and subclan mem-
bers.

Of all the clans in Australia, the Lee has nineteen
families with five lineages, the Yang sixteen families
with four lineages, the Vang thirteen families and three
lineages, the Thao ten families and three lineages, the
Xiong and Vue three families and one lineage each, the
Moua two families from one lineage, and the Chang one
family from one lineage. Families belonging to the same
lineage are often young and number no more than five to
six, because only households with at least one skilled or



CULTURE AND ADAPTATION: HMONG REFUGEES IN AUSTRALIA 61

educated member are admitted by the Australian Government
for resettlement. Furthermore, not all members of a lin-
eage were able to escape from Laos or to resettle in the
West, thereby significantly reducing the traditional net-
works of kinship and mutual assistance.

The young and skilled families preferred by Austra-
lia are generally ignorant of religious beliefs and prac-
tices. Most do not have with them older members who are
well experienced in Hmong customs. Unless they are re-
lated to those who have such older members, they do not
know where to turn in time of spiritual need. They exist
in a religious limbo, neither as Hmong with knowledge and
observance of ancestor worship, nor as Australians with

faith in Christianity. Some appear to be content with
this state of affairs, f{illing the voids of their lives
with material objects. Sooner or later, however, they

have to turn to other Hmong, because cultural and lan-
guage barriers prevent them from reaching out to members
of the host society.

CULTURAL CONSCIOUSNESS AND ADAPTATION

In the face of this constant intrusion on their tra-
ditions by incompatible external forces, the Hmong obvi-
ously feel their very identity threatened. This is espe-
cially true when their unity as a household, lineage or
clan is adversely affected by conflicting claims of the
new country. Like any human groups in a state of uncer-
tainty, most of those in Australia have reacted by trying
to regain direction by improving themselves with educa-
tion and economic productivity, or by joining force as a
group in order to forge for themselves a new identity.

At the individual level, the cultural value of self-
sufficiency is still strongly followed, despite many hur-
dles to overcome. The Hmong are now given the chance to
stand on their own feet, following years of surviving on
handouts in refugee camps in Laos and Thailand. They know
that the material comfort enjoyed by members of the new
country can be theirs if they strive hard enough for it.
Many of those who are able to find factory work see even
this as a big step forward compared to the farming they
were used to in Laos, for they are no longer at the mercy
of nature and war. As a measure of their adaptability,
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forty-two of the fifty-six households now own cars, and
eighteen have bought their own houses. Two families are
in the process of buying land for market gardening. All
this has been achieved within the space of four to six
years of resettlement.

The formal group, for its part, also encourages mem-
bers towards self-reliance and towards articulation of
their culture—but in a manner acceptable to a Western
society. I am referring to the Hmong-Australia Society,
which was first set up in the State of Victoria in 1978,
At present, it has branches in New South Wales, the Aus-
tralian Capital Territory and Tasmania, with a federal
body to make policies and to coordinate the activities of
the state branches. Since I am more familiar with the
situation in New South Wales, I will discuss mainly the
society's activities in that state, which has 204 of the
total Australian Hmong population of 344, in contrast to
Victoria, which has 113, and Tasmania with 27.3

In a similar vein to other ethnic-based organiza-
tions, the Hmong-Australia Society has as its main objec-
tives: (1) to assist Hmong refugees in their resettliement
in Australia, (2) to foster mutual acceptance between
Hmong and other ethnic groups, (3) to uphold Hmong cul-
tural traditions, and (4) to safeguard Hmong interest in
general. Membership is not restricted to Hmong and is
entirely voluntary. Nevertheless, nearly all the Hmong
in the country are financial members, except for two
families.

To achieve its objectives, the society works through
committees covering such areas as welfare assistance, fi-
nancial loans and donations, . hospital and home visiting,
education, public relations, sports and recreation, wo-
men's affairs, culture and religion, and fund-raising. It
is clear that most of these concerns reflect a conscious
attempt to put Hmong cultural values into practice in a
new environment where the kinship networks which tradi-
tionally oversee these activities are \virtually absent.
The society thus replaces the social structure by being a
focal point for members to fall back on in time of cele-
bration or crisis.

One of the first tasks undertaken was to get members
to understand the Australian government's policies on
multiculturalism and to steer the group's activities to
be in line with these policies. For example, ethnic
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groups are now encouraged to maintain their cultures
"without prejudice or disadvantage" and "to embrace other
cultures" (Galbally Report 1978:4). This is so long as
there is acknowledgement of "common values which give all
citizens a sense of being Australian,” with importance
given to the English language (Commonwealth Schools Com-
mission 1983:31). Hmong are, therefore, urged to consider
themselves as Australian Hmong with a unique cultural
contribution to make to their country of resettlement and
with an obligation to identify with it.

Faced with only a residual social structure among
its members, the society tries to promote mutual support
across clan boundaries by insisting that Hmong refugees
assist each other on the basis of their common ethnic
background rather than membership to a lineage or clan.
Overall, the majority of members have shown a genuine
desire to help lessen clan and lineage consciousness by
devoting time and energy for the common benefit of the
group without regard to kinship ties. There are, of
course, a few families which are still reluctant to take
part in a common New Year celebration because of their
religious beliefs, but this is a minor problem.

A good example of the society's involvement in cul-
tural adaptation is its Ethnic School. Formed in 1980,
it was designed to conduct weekend classes on Hmong lan-
guage and culture for Hmong children who are growing up
in Australia and who are not exposed enough to their own
mother tongue and their parents' culture. The aim is to
enable the students to read and write Hmong, and to ap-
preciate the customs of their older family members so
that they may understand and assist the latter in their
settlement. With operation costs met from federal gov-
ernment funding, the school has a current enrollment of
forty-three, with an attendance rate of about thirty-two
in two classes. Two Hmong teachers alternate in the
teaching of each class.

After using an old primer from Laos for a year, the
teachers found it to be too difficult, since many of the
words refer to traditional objects no longer found in
Australia, and therefore convey little meaning to the
refugee children. This difficulty was compounded by the
lack of suitable texts on Hmong culture. With a grant
from the state government, the society has attempted to
fill this gap by developing ‘its own teaching materials
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with more relevance to the Australian context. Two books
for learning Hmong--one for young children and one for
older students--have been completed, along with a book
of traditional songs (for learning old forms of poetry),
a collection of modern songs (for learning new poetry), a
book of proverbs and a collection of folk tales. A Hmong
grammar and a text on the changing way of life of Hmong
refugees (for social studies) are being completed. The
new books, in very simple form, have been used experimen-
tally in class during 1983, and have drawn much enthusi-
astic response from children and parents.

Cultural materials are taught not only through the
use of these texts, but also through simulated performan-
ces of simple ceremonies, colour slides, recordings and
samples of relevant artifacts. Many young men have suc-
cessfully learned the mechanics of common rituals through
role-playing. The learning of more complex rituals has
been offered to older individuals according to their per-
sonal interest, with the elders in the Hmong community
acting as teachers.

Realising that the teaching of Hmong language and
culture may offer the refugees a sense of cultural con-
tinuity but will not be sufficient to help them integrate
in the Australian setting, the society also teaches them
English, or arranges to have English and simple skills
courses provided on a short term basis by government in-
strumentalities. This applies in particular to the adult
Hmong, many of whom were illiterate.  There have been
classes on sewing and dressmaking, Australian laws and
society, basic mathematics, general health education and
homemaking. The primary aim is the learning of English,
but these language skills are acquired through other sub-
jects deemed wuseful to the social adjustment of the
Hmong. Similar orientation information is also published
in both Hmong and English in the society's newsletter.

Initially, most of the Hmong were reluctant to carry
out any religious ceremonies in Australia, but they have
now gained enough confidence to perform readily such rit-
uals as "soul-calling,” "wrist-stringing” and shamanic
trances. Cultural expression outside the home or at pub-
lic functions is limited to the display of handicrafts,
the playing of reed-pipe music and flute, and traditional
singing.  Simplified versions of the New Year Celebration
and funeral proceedings have been adopted, mainly from
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lack of time and manpower rather than the fear of being
found objectionable.

Unlike some of those in the United States of America
(Scott 1982b:63-85), the Hmong in Australia have never
questioned the relevance of traditional beliefs to their
new life, even when rituals are restricted to those not
involving killing of animals. Several explanations for
this disparity between the two groups could be suggested.
Firstly, the Australian Government's refugee program does
not depend entirely on church and community sponsorship.
Most of the Hmong were admitted under this official pro-
gram which provides all necessary support services, with
minor assistance from voluntary agencies. They do not,
therefore, come into early contacts with people who may
influence them to doubt their traditional religion and to
embrace a new one.

Secondly, the Australian Government actively sup-
ports the idea of a multicultural nation, as mentioned
previously, and has made funds available to various
groups to test out the concept, especially in the fields
of culture, arts and education. The Hmong happen to be
in Australia at a time when this experiment is only at
its beginning stage. By joining in, they are thus en-
couraged to carry on with their changing traditions while
learning to adapt to the host community.

Thirdly, and most importantly, the leadership and
the very small size of the Hmong population have been
crucial factors in this process of cultural adjustment.
The informal decision-makers, whether of a traditional or
Western orientation, have been most accommodating to each
other, with decisions based on the democratic process in-
stead of the dictates of a few individuals. The old lead-
ership acknowledges the need for change, and the younger
leaders know that change has to be gradual, with cultural
elements acting as both an impetus and a buffer. These
leaders and their followers have equal roles in guiding
this change towards the common good of the Hmong and
their new country.

This is, of course, easier said than done, for many
problems have to be faced both within and outside the
Hmong community. Overall, however, I do believe that 97.7
percent of them share in this long-term vision. With
mutual support between themselves and the continuing as-
sistance of such organizations as the Lao Community Ad-
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vancement Co-operative, local welfare agencies and vari-
ous levels of government, the Hmong may yet achieve this
adaptation through the use of their culture as a means
and an anchor. After all, they are a universal minority
group, and the adage of "home is where you make it" has
always applied to their situation, even if home will take
a bit longer to make in the West.

HMONG RESEARCH AND SOCIAL CHANGE

Lest I am taken to task for being too optimistic and
for talking about hopes rather than reality, let me now
briefly justify my arguments.

As I have read literature on the Hmong in Thai, Lao,
Hmong, French and English, I have been struck by a lack
of perspective in many of these works. Too often, sweep-
ing negative statements or generalizations are made from
information obtained on the basis of single encounters or
interviews. This is true especially of politically moti-
vated newspaper reporters, travellers and arm-chair writ-
ers who often base their comments on second- or third-
hand sources of information. Even government officials
and serious scholars have not escaped this tendency to
refer to old, outdated accounts of the Hmong, and to make
further sweeping statements after a few short visits to
them.

Let me illustrate what I mean. Geddes (1970), fol-
lowing a few years of field work among a group of Green
Hmong in northern Thailand, came to the conclusion that
the Hmong economy is a cash economy based on opium, with
their whole migration pattern and way of life affected by
the need to search for opium fields. He (1976) explained
Hmong polygamy on the grounds that the men marry more
than one wife in order to obtain more labour for their
opium growing. Geddes did not take enough account of the
fact that thousands of other Hmong in other places do not
grow opium; and that polygamy is strongly condemned in
Hmong society, whether or not opium is produced.

Recently, Cooper (1978) speculated that "almost
every Hmong family will have some experience of patri-
uxorilocality at some time." This is because five of the
eighty-seven households he studied in northern Thailand
exhibit this residential pattern. How wvalid is this in-
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terpretation when only 5.7 percent of the Hmong in the
sample live with relatives of the wives? Again, other
factors such as the rules of the ancestral cult and the
kinship system have not been given adequate considera-
tion, for the Hmong hold patriuxorilocality as being so-
cially and religiously unacceptable.

More relevant to our concern here are statements by
Scott I referred to earlier. In his conference paper iwo
years ago (Scott 1982b:66-67, 81), he discussed in detail
how "the relocation of the traditional Hmong religious
system into an incompatible environment ... has entailed
(1) the questioning of belief, much of which now seems
painfully inappropriate in an environment with which it
is no longer resonant, and (2) the abandonment of ritual
in all but a few of the most conservative families ...."
The annual New Year Celebration is the only occasion
these rituals are taken out of their closets to be dis-
played out of context as a reminder of a "rapidly reced-
ing past.” In an article on ethnic solidarity among the
same group of Hmong in San Diego a few months later,
Scott wrote that they have become "more Hmong" and inter-
act "less and less with outsiders, even with those whose
task it is to help them" (1982a:154). Could the "rapidly
receding past” have come reeling back in such a short
time, like strips of a movie film being pulled backward?

It is true that more of the San Diego Hmong have now
joined in formal meetings or formed ethnic-based organi-
zations, but this does not mean that they have become
more Hmong. It is only that they have changed and have
learned the value of formal organizations in Western so-
cietiesc. The formalized approach to the requirements of
life is in itself wun-Hmong, a Western ritual quickly
seized upon by the refugees. The traditions based on
subsistence agriculture, as [ discussed at the beginning
of this paper, are mostly now inapplicable or unavail-
able, and many of them have to be abandoned or changed.
If the Hmong react to an alien environment by turning to
each other or by mgrating, we would not have five mill-
ion Hmong in China today, but only a few thousand in
neighbouring countries where they were supposed to seek
refuge from Chinese oppression. If they cannot be assi-
milated in Laos, why do so many Hmong women in the West
still wear Lao skirts while nearly all the men use Lao
words that have been integrated into the Hmong language
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whenever they speak Hmong?

I would argue that, given time and opportunities,
the Hmong cannot help but adapt themselves to a new so-
ciety, change their way of life, and make inroads into
various social strata and employment structures. The key
factors, however, are time and open doors. This change
cannot be achieved quickly. It has .to be slow and gra-
dual, from the physical to the abstract, from the tangi-
ble to the intangible, beginning now perhaps with cars,
housing and clothes, but eventually ending with the adop-
tion of Western values and languages. Despite opinions
to the contrary, the Hmong objectively are not the auto-
nomous people some of us like to make them out to be:
they are usually accommodating, keen to become acceptable
to other groups.

The above comments are not designed to discourage.
On the contrary, I would like to see more research and
debates on Hmong adaptation in the West. May I urge that
in our search for knowledge, we should be more conscious
of what is hidden from us, what is not revealed but
should be known before useful generalizations can be
made. The United Nations Crop Replacement Project for
opium farmers in Thailand failed, because there is more,
much more to the Hmong economy than the need for cash.

To avoid such pitfalls in social science research, 1
believe it would be more fruitful to take both the "emic"
and "etic" approaches in which the researcher's observa-
tions and perceptions are combined with those of the re-
search subjects, with information checked and cross-
checked before it is used. This was well stated by
Goodenough (1970:104) when he said that: (1) whenever we
wish to know what people are doing and why, or what they
are likely to do, we must know what kind of things they
see and respond to, and (2) we must know what they be-
lieve to be the relations between these things and what
they see as the possible course of action for dealing
with them. As we try to unravel the complexity of the
Hmong resettlement experience in the West, I hope that
these premises will help yield information, interpreta-
tions and ideas on the Hmong in a much wider perspective.
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CONCLUSION

I have tried to compare the new Hmong experience in
the West with their traditional existence in the hills of
Laos in order to see whether or not they can maintain
their former way of life in the new social environment.
I have used the case of the Hmong in Australia as illus-
tration of the fact that no matter how hard an uprooted
ethnic group tries to hold onto its links with the past,
those links will gradually be severed and forgotten un-
less the group's culture can be adapted to fit into the
present. Culture is not an impediment, but an instrument
of social change. Carefully guided, its transformation
may lead to a new form of cultural adjustment. Neglected,
it will be doomed to extinction. It is argued here that
the active articulation of their culture will help the
refugees maintain their personal identity in the face of
perplexing external demands, while they attempt to adjust
to these demands and to acquire new cultural elements to
give themselves a new identity befitting life in a West-
ern society. The cultural past can act as a buffer to
the upheavals of the current social change, and can give
direction to the uncertainties of the future. Given some
patience and the opportunities, this adjustment will cer-
tainly be achieved, because most Hmong want to adapt, to
become self-sufficient and to enjoy peace and the comfort
of life. Where else can they get all of that, but in the
West?
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NOTES

1Hmong economic cooperation rarely goes beyond the house-
hold level. Inter-household or village relations are
based on kinship ties and other factors rather than the
necessity for economic productivity.

2There has been no conversion into Christianity so far
because of the group's cohesion.

3No Hmong live in the states of South Australia, Western

Australia, Queensland or the Northern Territory.
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THE MIAO IN CONTEMPORARY CHINA:
A PRELIMINARY OVERVIEW

Louisa Schein

INTRODUCTION

Of the more than five million Hmong and Miao scat-
tered around the world today, the vast majority still
live in south and southwest China, the land they have oc-
cupied for centuries. From the perspective of Hmong in
other parts of the world, this region has been regarded
as a remote ancestral homeland, a repository of archaic
cultural forms. The result has been a tendency to over-
look the fact that development and political changes have
been a reality for ethnic groups in China just as they
have been in Southeast Asia. Although many Miao in China
are still living in the mountains and engaged in agricul-
ture, there have been dramatic changes in their lives
over the course of the twentieth century and especially
since 1949. It is thus both important and illuminating
to update and put into context our present knowledge of
China's Miao.

To begin, this paper will describe some characteris-
tics of the Miao group in China, with examples to illus-
trate that a thorough ethnographic understanding entails
an examination of change as well as "tradition."l The
paper will review relevant aspects of minority policy to
provide a background of recent developments affecting all
ethnic groups in the People's Republic of China. It will
discuss the classification of the Miao as a nationality
and the region they occupy. Some features of language and
custom will be described along with recent innovations as
a result of education. The paper will attempt to show
some aspects of unity in an ethnic group that exhibits a
great deal of apparent diversity both in language and in
cultural traits.

The information presented here is a result of on-
going work among Lao Hmong refugees in the United States
and a year-long comparative study of the Hmong/Miao groug
in France, Thailand and the People's Republic of China.
Research in China was conducted over a seven-month period
from March to October 1982. Work was primarily under the
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auspices of the Central Nationalities Institute in
Beijing where 1 resided as visiting scholar for a total
of three and a half months. The remainder of the time
was spent traveling, with short-term research in Nation-
alities Institutes in the southwest provinces.

Information was collected through interviews with
Miao and Han Chinese scholars and researchers, and with
Miao who were students or otherwise members of Nationali-
ties Institutes. Regular meetings were held at which an
individual or a group of scholars presented relevant ma-
terial followed by questions and discussion. In the case
of "cultural exchange" meetings I, in turn, made presen-
tations concerning the Hmong of Southeast Asia or the
United States. In addition, published material in Chi-
nese was collected and translated. This paper relies
primarily on these Chinese sources, leaving treatment of
the extensive body of Western literature for future work.
Where there are no specific citations, the information
given is cumulative, based on personal communications and
interviews in China.

ETHNIC CLASSIFICATION IN CHINA

The population of China surpassed one billion in
1982. Of that population, 6.7 percent are the officially
recognized "minority nationalities." These include the
Mongolians and Tibetans, the many Islamic peoples, and
numerous smaller groups concentrated especially in the
south and west. In contemporary China, the term "minzu"3
or "nationality" is used for ethnic groups, including Han
Chinese, of all sizes and socioeconomic "stages of devel-
opment.'  This usage differs significantly from the West-
ern European connotations of the term "nation-state" (Fei
1980:97-98). Since 1949, the People's Republic of China
has carried out a systematic effort at identification and
classification of minority groups for the purpose of de-
vising appropriate policy, delimiting areas of "autono-
mous" government (Weng 1950:7), and allocating seats for
representation in  provincial and national government.
This effort has undergone several phases and continues to
the present day.

Between 1949 and 1953, a process of formal self-
identification took place, resulting in the registration
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of more than 400 minority groups. Chinese ethnologists
considered this number misleading and, as a result, ac-
tive research began in 1953 with the aim of discerning
which names were actually local variants or designations
of subgroups (Fei 1980:94). At the outset of this pro-
ject, experts estimated that there were probably about
sixty groups that could accurately be classed as distinct
nationalities (Tsung 1954:17; Wang 1955:5). Using lan-
guage, religion, customs, dress style and other aesthetic
criteria (De Vos 1982:15), researchers gradually identi-
fied discrete groups for official recognition, arriving
at the present-day figure of fifty-five minority nation-
alities. Of these, the Tujia, initially thought to be a
branch of the Miao group, received separate nationality
status in the 1950s, and the Jinuo, the most recently
recognized nationality, received status only in 1979.
There are still more than sixteen groups under consid-
eration for nationality recognition (Fei 1980:102).

THE SETTING

The southwest provinces of China occupied by the
Miao are varied in topography, with altitudes ranging
from four hundred to twenty-five hundred meters (Nation-
alities 1981). The Yunnan-Guizhou plateau, characterized
by precipitous mountain slopes and deep ravines, has
peaks of two thousand to twenty-five hundred meters in
elevation. Where river valleys or plains exist, they are
fertile agricultural areas due in part to the temperate
climate and high level of precipitation. A very large
proportion of the area is rugged and steeply sloped, with
significant mineral deposits of coal, mercury and tin
(Nationalities 1981:445). But this proportion 1is suitable
only for the cultivation of such grains as buckwheat,
millet and maize (Nationalities 1981:446). Even though
the region has valuable and untapped natural resources,
survival has been a constant struggle for its indigenous
inhabitants. Early estimates (Cressey 1934:369) suggest
that as little as 5 percent of the total area of the
Yunnan-Guizhou plateau is arable, a figure that has like-
ly been outdated by improvements in agricultural technol-
ogy (Modern 1977:91; Peng 1983:57). Miao and other moun-
tain dwellers have become known for their utilization of
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even the apparently inaccessible mountain slopes by means
of skillful terracing and irrigation.

In addition to the Han Chinese in these areas, Miao
have had neighbors from different ethnic groups depending
on their location. In Guizhou, initial surveys after 1949
estimated that 30 to 40 percent of the total population
of the province comprised as many as thirty non-Han mi-
nority groups (Fei 1951:289). These groups have been re-
classified, as described above, but the number illus-
trates the context of ethnic diversity in which the vari-
ety of Miao groups developed. Some of the most important
nationalities in the area, for whom a significant degree
of coresidence and contact with Miao can be assumed, in-
clude the Tujia in Hunan; the Yi, Buyi and Dong in
Guizhou; the Yao in Guangxi, and the Zhuang and Hani in
Yunnan. Division by province, however, is misleading
since ethnic distribution in these areas is in the form
of a complex mosaic which, until recently, had no speci-
fic correspondence to administrative districts nor any
particular constancy over time. With the establishment
of regions of autonomous government and the gradual sed-
entation of formerly semi-nomadic peoples, increasing
stabilization of interethnic relations will undoubtedly
be the trend.

Since 1949, policy for regional autonomy has been
implemented on the basis of minority concentration in
what are called "compact communities." Where minority
populations are of certain density, regardless of their
population in proportion to Han and other nationalities,
they have a right to autonomous government (Liu 1954:11;
Yin 1977:24-25). In some areas, where more than one mi-
nority is represented in compact communities, the region
is jointly administered, as in the Xiang Xi Miaozu-
Tujiazu Autonomous Prefecture in western Hunan. In all
cases, the minorities involved have the right to deter-
mine the form of government, to have majority representa-
tion in government organs, and to run the affairs of the
region in their own language (Liu 1954:11-12).

THE MIAO AS A NATIONALITY

The designation "Miao" has had many different conno-
tations throughout the history of its usage (Ma 1876:
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102; Lin 1940:328-329), and thus the classification of
the group to which it refers has been somewhat ambiguous.
In the first half of this century, attempts at comprehen-
sive counts of Miao subgroups arrived at totals of seven-
ty to eighty group names, figures which undoubtedly rep-
resented some overlap or subcategorization. It is likely
that some of the groups then referred to as Miao are now
classified as separate nationalities.

Based on primarily linguistic criteria, the Chinese
survey teams of the 1950s determined that the huge vari-
ety of self-identified Miao subgroups were appropriately
classed as one ethnic group, with one language. Although
a striking degree of cultural diversity obtains within
this group, the subgroups are now said to recognize one
another as coethnics, undoubtedly in part a result of re-
cent improvements in communication, transportation and
education.

Although the name "Miao" had formerly been deroga-
tory, used mostly by Han and other outsiders, the deci-
sion was made to adopt it without its original connota-
tions. It was considered the only appropriate term to
embrace the various subgroups that had been found to be
linguistically similar enough to be considered coethnics.
Thus, unlike any previous era in Chinese history, the
name "Miao" is now widely used for self-identification by
members of that nationality and there is significant evi-
dence that negative connotations have indeed been dis-
pelled. When asked to identify their nationality in their
own language, several Miao, speaking various dialects,
used the Chinese term "Miaozu" first, giving their sub-
group name only when prompted. Given these indications
it is probable that, increasingly, subgroup names will be
used only for internal identification among Miao groups.
This represents a remarkable shift, one that will un-
doubtedly have far-reaching consequences for the Miao
sense of group affiliation, particulary if it takes root
in remote villages as well as among the highly educated.

The Miao, numbering 5.03 million as of the 1982 cen-
sus (Renmin Ribao), are the sixth largest nationality in
China, composing 7.5 percent of the total minority popu-
lation. They are widely distributed over the south and
southwest provinces but their largest numbers and great-
est densities are in Guizhou province where 54 percent
are located. Hunan and Yunnan provinces also have rela-
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tively large populations, each with 15 percent of the
total. Smaller groupings are scattered over the prov-
inces of Sichuan, Guangxi, Hubei, Guangdong, Fujian,
Anhui and Jiangxi, and in the cities of Beijing and
Shanghai.

The degree to which geographic isolation has influ-
enced cultural diversification, sometimes for centuries,
must be stressed at this point (Barth 1969:12-13). Miao
are commonly characterized as seminomadic hill peoples,
swidden (slash-and-burn) cultivators of maize and upland
rice. However, even within what is referred to as south
and southwest China, the groups called "Miao" have been
widely scattered into varying ecological contexts with
different neighbors and particular local histories. For
instance, some of the Miao of southeast Guizhou, formerly
referred to as the "Hei" or "Black" Miao, live along the
Qingshui River and have developed an elaborate river cul-
ture which informs not only their folklore and their cus-
toms, but also their economic activities. The availabil-
ity of water and fertile valleys has allowed many to en-
gage in lowland cultivation. Paddy rice is their primary
crop and staple food. This group, accounting for a large
proportion of the total number of Miao in Guizhou, cannot
necessarily be considered any less "Miao" for its diver-
gence from common stereotypes of Miao ethnic identity
(Leach 1954:29-41).

LANGUAGE AND EDUCATION

According to contemporary classification, the Miao
language can be divided into three major dialects and one
major subdialect. There are also several regional sub-
dialects and vernaculars (Miao 1962:2-3; Lemoine 1972:
17). To the untrained ear the major dialects are mutual-
ly unintelligible.  This was demonstrated by the observed
use of Mandarin Chinese between Nationalities Institute
students of different Miao dialect groups. Linguists
specializing in Miao language, however, maintain that,
although the dialects differ in vocabulary as well as
pronunciation, 40 percent of the vocabulary is shared
among the three and that the names used by the Miao for
themselves are cognates, or variations of a single word.
The dialects, named for the regions in which they are
spoken, break down as follows:
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Chuan Qian Dian

Spoken primarily in Sichuan, Guizhou and Yunnan by
nearly half the total Miao speakers, the "Western" dia-
lect is thought to have retained the most elements of
what is considered to be the "ancient"” Miao language.
Chuan Qian Dian speakers call themselves "Hmoob" (Barney-
Smalley romanization), and their speech is .clearly intel-
ligible to a speaker of the Hmoob Dawb (White Hmong) or
Hmoob Ntsuab (Blue Hmong) dialects of Southeast Asia.
The Dian Dong Bei subdialect of Chuan Qian Dian, spoken
in northeast Yunnan, bears less resemblance to Southeast
Asian Hmong dialect.

Qian Dong

Most speakers of the "Central' dialect are in
Guizhou Province, although they are also found in the
neighboring areas of Hunan and Guangxi. Qian Dong speak-
ers make up about one third of the total Miao speakers
and pronounce their names as variations of "Hmu" or
"Hmo."

Xiang Xi

Less than a quarter of the total Miao speakers use
the "Eastern" dialect of western Hunan and eastern
Guizhou.  This dialect differs from the previous two in
that it has six tones instead of eight. Xiang Xi speak-
ers call themselves variations of "Qhov Xyooj"' (Barney-
Smalley romanization).

In addition to speakers of the three major dialects,
there are at present more than two hundred thousand Miao
who don't speak their own language. The majority of these
are Han speakers, but some are also speakers of the Yao
and Dong languages. This point raises some questions
about ethnic classification.

No evidence has been found of ancient scripts for
the Miao language. However, the legend that there was
once such a script is widespread among all groups of
Miao, as among many other ethnic groups of this region.
Before 1949, some writing systems had been created by
missionaries working in Miao areas. In Panghai, East
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Guizhou, a romanized script was devised for Qian Dong
speakers, and in the Zhaotong-Weining district on the
Yunnan-Guizhou border, Samuel Pollard developed a script
which was learned by an estimated twenty thousand to
thirty thousand Dian Dong Bei speakers.

During the 1950s, Chinese policy for development
work in minority areas placed a high premium on the crea-
tion of written languages for all minorities that had no
script of their own. The Institute of Linguistics and
Philology of the Chinese Academy of Sciences sent field
teams to the southwest provinces to investigate minority
languages (Fu 1957:28). Scripts were developed for each
of the three major dialects and for the Dian Dong Bei
subdialect of Miao. All are romanizations. While the
scripts were intended for use in schools and in the af-
fairs of autonomous regions, they have not been as widely
employed as was first expected. This is largely attrib-
uted to the desire on the part of many nationalities to
study and work in Chinese so as to be able to communicate
with members of other nationalities.

In addition to development of minority written lan-
guages, education for all nationalities has been exten-
sively supported. Primary and secondary schools in mi-
nority areas were established at a remarkable rate after
1949 (Yin 1977:74-5). In mountainous regions or where
inhabitants were nomadic, boarding schools were set up
with students' living expenses absorbed by the State
(Huang 1982:7). Ten Institutes for Nationalities, includ-
ing the Central Institute- in Beijing, now operate in ad-
dition to local higher education institutions in minority
areas. Students receive an education closely comparable
to the standard college curriculum in Chinese universi-
ties. One can major in such fields as math and science,
history and politics, language or arts, with remedial ed-
ucation available where necessary, especially in the case
of students for whom Chinese was not a first language.
Preferential admissions policies exist in the form of
lower qualifying scores required on entrance examinations
and priority over Han Chinese with comparable qualifica-
tions (Huang 1982:5). After completing their college
education, most minority students return to their home
provinces to occupy teaching or government positions.
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SOME ASPECTS OF TRADITION AND CHANGE

Certain traits and orientations were regularly iden-
tified by Miao and Han Chinese in such a way as to be
considered "symbols" in the identity system of the Miao
in China (Spicer 1971). For instance, members of both
groups noted the historic Miao reputation for opposing
external domination and fighting fiercely for autonomy
(Castile 1981:xix). Miao are said to differ from Han in
the extent of "respect" accorded to women in their soci-
ety. As with most of the minority nationalities, women
never had bound feet and customarily worked alongside men
in the {fields. With regard to dress, there are as many
variations in style as there are Miao localities, but as
a whole the Miao are known for their intricate needlework
(Tsung 1954:18), their wax-resistant dyeing techniques
and the characteristic pleated skirts worn by the women.
Men are renowned for their skill in crafting elaborate
silver ornaments (Peng 1983:60).

Certain forms of music and dance are considered dis-
tinctive elements of Miao culture. A great number of an-
nual festivals and ceremonial occasions require specific
performances which differ by subgroup. Important instru-
ments include gongs, drums and leaf-blowing, depending on
region. All Miao groups are renowned for their skill and
versatility in singing. The improvised dialogue style of
song is quite widespread. Dance styles are also charac-
teristic—especially courtship dances performed by unmar-
ried youth at festival times. One dance common among Miao
of southeast Guizhou involves a delicately embroidered
ribbon of cloth which the unmarried girl uses as a symbol
of her affection, and the lusheng or geej (kheng), a
mouth organ of bamboo pipes. A suitor, playing the
lusheng, asks the girl for her love by asking for the
embroidered ribbon. She dances, coyly withholding it
until he has pursued her enough to persuade her of his
sincerity. Then, if she accepts his offer, she ties the
ribbon on his lusheng and they dance together in celebra-
tion.

A carefully choreographed performance of this dance
was observed at the annual pan-Miao festival held on the
campus of the Nationalities Institute. Every spring, on
or about Aprili 8 of the lunar calendar, Miao in the
Beijing area gather for a festival in honor of a Miao
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hero from central Guizhou who died defending his people
from conquest by another tribe. Among the songs and dan-
ces performed in 1982 was the one described above.

The festival gives some insight into the types of
nontraditional vocations in which Miao are engaged and
into the kind of attention paid to minority customs in
the People's Republic of China. The dancers, both of the
Miao nationality, were professionals who had been trained
in several genres of dance. One is a member of a Beijing-
based nationalities song and dance troupe; the other was
in Beijing for a year of additional training before re-
turning to the home province to work either as a teacher
or a performer. Choreography for this type of performance
is a result of research in minority provinces. Instruc-
tors at the Nationalities Institute spend some months out
of each year traveling to minority areas both to recruit
students and to study indigenous music and dance. These
instructors, often minorities themselves, use the results
of their research to design dances which students of all
nationalities will then study and perform.

The bamboo pipe organ, called lusheng (the Chinese
term meaning reed pipe) by many of the Miao in China, is
also considered a symbol of the Miao nationality. There
is an extraordinary range of variation both in the style
of the instrument itself and in the traditions for its
use. In the more easterly locations in Guizhou and north-
ern Guangxi, the bamboo tubes are arranged vertically and
are sometimes as tall as twelve to fourteen feet. Differ-
ent varieties of the instrument are wused for different
festival and ceremonial occasions, sometimes accompanied
by elaborate, almost acrobatic dancing. In the past the
lusheng was also said to have a martial function, used to
call members of neighboring villages to battle, to boost
the morale of the soldiers and to frighten the enemy.

In western Guizhou, Sichuan and Yunnan provinces,
lusheng tubes are horizontally arranged. They are shorter
and are used for fewer purposes than is standard farther
east. In some of the western areas, the use of the in-
strument is restricted for the most part to funerals.
Again, great differences in style and usage have not
changed the importance of the lusheng as a symbolic in-
strument of all Miao.
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CONCLUSION

I have attempted here to give a brief introduction
to the Miao of contemporary China. Diversity is one of
the most salient characteristics of the group that s
presently classified as Miao in the People's Republic.
In language and agriculture, as well as in dress and fes-
tival styles, a great variety of cultural traits among
Miao subgroups appears to have resulted from geographic
separation and from differences in context. Further, di-
rected change, in such efforts as development and educa-
tion, has had a far-reaching impact on the lives of all
China's nationalities, especially since 1949. These
points are intended to indicate the importance of inves-
tigating the group studied in the context of the times
and milieu which inform their daily lives. Toward this
end a great deal of work remains to be done.

What I have presented here is some basic data and
preliminary conclusions to suggest possibilities for fur-
ther research. There is a significant and growing liter-
ature in both Chinese and Western languages which can
provide insight into the contemporary situations of Hmong
and Miao in various parts of the world, as well as into
their role in the history of China and Southeast Asia.
In addition, primary ethnographic research can continue
to be a rich source of new information. It is my hope
that ongoing work will give us more perspective on the
Hmong and Miao, not in terms of static cultural forms,
but rather, according to varying contexts, in terms of a
dynamically emerging identity.

NOTES

InTradition" is used here to refer to a concept the Hmong
themselves have of their cultural origins. Although it
is a problematic construct in the context of ongoing
change, it is a powerful image for Hmong who have mi-
grated far from their Chinese homeland.

2This latter study was made possible by a Samuel T.
Arnold Fellowship from Brown University.

3The "Hanyu Pinyin™ system of romanization is used here
for Chinese terms and the Barney-Smalley orthography for
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Hmong terms (cf. Ernest Heimbach, White Hmong-English
Dictionary, Ithaca, New York: Cornell University, 1969).
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GEOMANCY AS AN ASPECT
OF UPLAND-LOWLAND RELATIONSHIPS

Nicholas Tapp

The remarkable practice of geomancy by the Hmong is
the focus of this paper. Geomancy literally means a
system of divination by reference to the forms of the
earth. This is a system for the siting of villages and
the graves of ancestors and relatives according to the
contours of the mountains and watercourses formed in
their valleys. Feuchtwang (1974) has provided the most
comprehensive account of this system as it is practiced
by the Chinese, and Lemoine (1972) was the first to note
its practice among the Hmong. Geomancy, or loojmem, as
the Hmong call it, provides a very complete and articu-
late idiom for the metaphorical expression of social
change and conflict. It has much in common with land-
scape painting and the arts of gardening, which also
orginated in China. Unfortunately, I do not have space
in this paper to go into the details of the system as
practiced by the Hmoob Dawb with whom I worked in the
north of Thailand. Instead I have concentrated on the
strange anomaly of the practice of this system, which has
always been seen as a peculiarly Chinese one, by the
Hmong who constitute an ethnic minority within China.

Feng-shui, as the Chinese call loojmem, is most
widely practiced in the hilly, mountainous regions of
south and southwest China, where the Hmong and certain
other minority nationalities have settled. While most of
the imagery and directions for the selection of a site
assume the presence of a mountainous landscape, feng-shui
is practiced in many nonmountainous areas, where trees,
rocks and other natural phenomena must suffice to sym-
bolise the great mountains and watercourses which the
system properly demands. According to Feuchtwang, feng-
shui's concentration on mountains has never been ade-
quately explained. Since expressions of mountainous
imagery are far more common in the classification systems
of upland-dwelling minorities such as the Hmong1 than
they are in the classification systems of the great wet-

87
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rice cultivating mass of the Chinese population, and
since the Hmong practice feng-shui with no apparent
awareness that it may be of non-Hmong origins, the system
can be interpreted as being at least as much a Hmong one
as it is a Chinese one.

Some historical confirmation of my point comes from
theories which hold that feng-shui itself did not origi-
nate in China, but rather came up from the south, to-
gether with iron-working and other practices which re-
sulted in the "distinctly Chinese" custom of double buri-
al. But this sort of evidence is not what I wish to base
my argument upon. I base it rather upon the very exten-
sive anthropological work on the theory of ethnic bound-
aries that has been conducted in the region (by which I
include the mountainous area of Burma, Laos, Vietnam and
Thailand as well as southwestern China).

Very often it has been found that whole communities
may be ambiguous about their ethnic status, and consider
themselves, for example, as both Shan and Kachin (Leach
1954), or both Lahu and Lisu. (Durrenberger 1970). Very
many cases of individuals changing ethnic status to be in
accord with changing economic, marital or other situa-
tions, have been noted over the years. Lehman (1979) has
remarked that an ethnic category must never be confused
with the various genetic-linguistic groups with which it
may be identified at different times. The ethnic term
"Miao" is a prime example of this, since at different
times (and particularly before the thirteenth century
[Ruey-Yih-Fu 1962]) it has been applied to widely differ-
ing groups. (And today again in China since the Revolu-
tion it has taken on a different context.) The real is-
sue, as Lehman emphasises, is whether an ethnic label
such as "Miao"” or "Karen" has remained constant over
time, since it is likely to have retained a constant
meaning (as opposed to usage). This is the case with the
Chin people, where "Chin" was originally a Burmese term
for "allies." So it becomes irrelevant, from a histori-
cal perspective, whether the term "Miao" in the past in-
cluded the actual ancestors of the present-day Hmong.
What is important is that it conveyed certain connota-
tions (of rebelliousness, for example) and that it is
still widely used in this derogatory sense, at least in
Thailand, to refer to the Hmong today.
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Even the ethnic label "Han Chinese" is notoriously
vague in the genetic-linguistic sense, particularly in
the southern parts of China where the history of the
Hmong extends. Many of the present-day population of
southern China who call themselves "Chinese" are the de-
scendants of people who did not call themselves "Chinese"
at all, but were the members of quite different groups
such as the Norsu.Z2 Francis L.K. Hsu studied a whole
village of this type (1949). They have "become" Chinese,
and—dating back to Leach's work on the Kachin--there are
many examples of people "becoming" members of other eth-
nic categories. So I am arguing that the real issue is
not whether feng-shui, or loojmem, is Hmong or Chinese.
Rather, I wish to demonstrate that the system has evolved
out of the context of interethnic relations in south Chi-
na. Members of the expanding Chinese state came into
contact with the members of other genetic-linguistic
groups only gradually, over a period of some two thousand
years, often becoming members of those groups themselves,
or adopting members of those groups as "Chinese." Thus,
the practice of feng-shui as a distinctly Chinese system
arose out of an accommodation with the members of many
different groups.

From this point of view I would also argue against
the common tendency to view the Hmong as an isolated,
autonomous group which traditionally lacked relations
with other groups (Hinton 1969). On the contrary, it is
clear from all their stories and many of their rituals
and customs, that they have had long and sustained con-
tacts with the members of other cultures throughout their
history. The myth of the self-sufficient tribe has been
fostered by colonialists and early anthropologists as a
useful administrative tool and a pretext for exploiting
the people so categorised (Helm 1968). But such a view
does not do justice to the extensive interdependency
which in the past, before the nineteenth-century advent
of European colonialism, characterised the relations be-
tween the uplands and lowlands. In many cases the people
of the mountains and the remote regions were dependent on
the people of the lowlands for rice, which grows best in
the lowlands. The mountains and their forests, in turn,
were full of valuable products which could be exchanged
for the rice of the lowlands. From this point of view
another controversy--over whether the Hmong were origi-
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nally wet-rice cultivators settled in the lowlands, or
have always been shifting cultivators based in the moun-
tains--also becomes irrelevant. Very probably different
groups, communities, even families, of the ancestors of
the Hmong did both at different times and in different
regions. The question of the "original ecology" of the
Hmong becomes senseless once one realises the danger of
over-reifying ethnic categories, as well as the risks of
assuming that the ethnic labels "Miao" or "Chinese" al-
ways referred to culturally distinct groups over the past
(or that ecological distinctions such as the one between
"shifting” and "permanent" agriculturalists were always
isomorphic with ethnic distinctions). Also senseless is
the related question of who preceded whom in the actual
lands of China. What one wants to emphasize, therefore,
is the adaptability of the Hmong and groups like them,
their capacity to adjust to different ecological situa-
tions and the relations they have always held with the
members of many other different ethnic groups. These
factors are, of course, of some relevance to their cur-
rent situation as refugees.

The geomantic system which the Hmong practice is
truly a remarkable one. On the welfare of the ancestors
depends the fortunes of their descendants. There are
many accounts of the most ideal burial site, specifying
that mountains must be arranged in a particular way
around the site, with the rivers flowing in a certain
direction down to a dragon's pool where rebirth begins.
The deceased must be buried at a certain time, along the
loojmem or veins of the dragon, which run through the
mountains. (The recurrent image of the mountains is that
of the dragon, which has connotations of natural strength
and energy and is associated with underwater creatures,
royalty and the ancestors.) If a person were buried in
such a place, it is said, he would "catch" the loojmem
rather as one catches a train, and ride it as one rides
an ox, to the place where he enters the otherworld, where
he would become a king. And when the father is king in
heaven, as was once graphically told me, the son will be-
come king on earth. This is because the ancestor watches
over the welfare of his or her descendants in this world
of yang, and thus it is in the interests of descendants
to assure their parents and other ancestors of the best
possible burial places. The Hmong in Thailand assume
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that one can never find the absolutely perfect burial
place, since if someone had, he would be a king and rule
the land, and it is not the Hmong who rule the land of
Thailand. Such places might exist in China, they said,
but usually one does the best one can, and tries to avoid
the more inauspicious conjunctions of natural features.

While I was seeking the origins of loojmem, I col-
lected a most remarkable story that illustrates the pre-
cise contours required for the best, the absolutely ideal
burial site. The story is about two brothers who separ-
ately requested their respective descendants to bury them
very close together, in the same, ideal spot. The elder
brother was buried with gold beneath his head for a pil-
low, the younger had only a stone pillow. But when the
sons of the elder brother came to pay their respects at
the grave three years later, they found that flowers--a
sign  of the decay necessary for reincarnation--had
sprouted first on the grave of their uncle, the younger
brother. So they dug up the stone and gold pillows and
exchanged them. The elder brother was thus enabled to be
reincarnated first, traveling along the lines of the
dragon's veins to the pool which is the entrance to the
otherworld, before his younger brother. When the sons of
the younger brother turned up and discovered what had
happened, they realised how wicked their cousins were,
and the story concludes that "since that time we Hmong
have never got on well together with the Chinese. We
Hmong moved away and refused to speak the same language."

Now clearly this refers to a time in the Hmong imag-
ination, when the ethnic categories of Hmong and Chinese
were not clearly demarcated, and this alone is some jus-
tification of the historical viewpoint [ have adopted.
But more important is that here the Hmong are using the
geomantic idiom itself, the idiom of feng-shui, which has
always been seen as a peculiarly Chinese one, to expli-
cate their own differences from the Chinese. And this is
not the only case where this is done. A Lolo story em-
ploys a similar idiom in a similar context.3 Similar
themes occur often in the Hmong stories of the various
incarnations of Tswb Tchoj, the culture hero who periodi-
cally arises to unify the clans and establish hegemony
over the land. In these stories, contests take place be-
tween the Hmong and the Chinese for the ideal site in
which to bury their respective ancestors. The usual re-
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sult is that the Hmong lose out, owing to the trickery
and deception of the Chinese. Very often the Chinese
bury some form of metal in the grave of the Hmong. Be-
cause it does not putrefy, the metal prevents the decay
which must take place if effective reincarnation is to
occur. Often, too, in the stories, the Chinese desecrate
Hmong graves in other ways; just as the Imperial dynas-
ties desecrated the graves of ancestors of pretenders to
the throne. The imagery is clearly one of sovereignty
and rebellion (Feuchtwang, personal communication). It
is highly improbable that the Hmong merely adopted the
ideology of a conquering people and used it to explain
how they lost control of the land to those same conquer-
ing people, the Chinese. As a result of these stories, I
much prefer to see geomancy as being as distinctively
Hmong as it is Chinese. I would also suggest that geo-
mancy evolved (as did the Chinese state itself in the
south) out of southern China's complex ever~changing
political situation in which interethnic relations were
forged around such ideal terms as "Han,” "Miao" and
"Lolo." This seems truer to both the historical and the
ethnographical evidence.

A similiar case can be made for the patrilineal
clan-based kinship system of the Hmong, which some au-
thorities believe the Hmong borrowed from the invading
Chinese. It is far more likely that what seem to be
"Chinese" surnames, but which in fact are shared by many
other peoples of the region (such as the Lisu, Yao,
Kachin and Shan), actually form part of a common system
which such people share with the "Chinese." We are right
to consider geomancy, the patrilineal kinship system and
the burial system together, since geomancy is above all a
system for the siting of ancestral graves, while Hmong
surname groups may be differentiated internally as
"Hmong" or "Chinese" according to the way each group
aligns graves to the slant of the mountain, and whether
stones or biodegradable materials such as branches are
used to mark the site. Indeed, other stories account for
Chinese mastery over the land by their demarcation of
their territory by stones, in contrast to the grasses and
twigs used by the Hmong, which were blown away by the
wind. It is particularly interesting that geomancy it~
self should be above all a system concerned with acquisi-
tion of certain types of territory which assure the pros-
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perity and welfare of one's descendants, and that it
should be this very system which has been chosen by the
Hmong to express their ethnic rivairies with the Chinese
and other peoples. We know that throughout the recorded
history of southwest China fierce conflicts took place
between the expanding Chinese state--which was attracted
by the mineral resources, salt wells and forest products
of the mountainous regions--and the people who lived
there. The written accounts provide a very clear record
of the long historical struggle for control of material
resources. It may even be that metal is felt to be par-
ticularly unlucky because it was through knowledge of the
principles of ironworking, at about 600 B.C., during the
mid-Chou period, that the early Chinese states began to
establish their hegemony. This point is speculative, but
leads me to my conclusion.

Apart from contributing my findings to some of the
controversies about the origins of the Hmong, their kin-
ship system and technology, this paper makes a more im-
portant point. This is that history is not always to be
read in books or written documents, or even archaeologi-
cal remains, and that the oral legends of the Hmong about
their past have much to teach us about real history; that
is, a history which is being lived and felt now. What 1
hope to have emphasised is the continuing power of the
Hmong oral tradition to encapsulate and deal with chang-
ing conditions through the use of traditional symbols,
even in the context of what McLuhan called a post-liter-
ate society. Memories of the past are always selective,
and can never be accurate or comprehensive in every de-
tail. Thus one is looking for a new kind of history, not
one divided into "true" or "false,” but one arising from
a more phenomenological concern with historical con-
sciousness as it affects current behaviour. Real history
is what is remembered.
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NOTES

lin the Hmong language, this mountainous imagery is found
in such upslope/downslope dichotomies as pem (uphill
from) and nram (downhill from); sab hnub tawm (the east,
the side the sun leaves) and sab hnub poob (the west,
the side the sun falls)y and ib nrab (one half of a
horizontal measurement) and ib ntav (one half of a ver-
tical measurement).

2There is even some evidence to suggest that the Hmong
term Suav, used to distinguish the Chinese, referred
more to social than ethnic differences, being also
applied for example to their "Lolo" (Norsu) landlords.

3See Graham (1955).
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PART TWO

Adapting to a New Society



INTRODUCTION

Glenn L. Hendricks

In the previous section the papers focused on some
global issues of Hmong history, culture and the process
of change and adaptation over time. In Part Two the pa-
pers provide concrete cases of these processes at work.

Hmong women are faced with possibilities for estab-
lishing new roles in the United States. But their lack
of education has made the search for employment opportun-
ities quite difficult. Sarah Mason examines training pro-
grams that have been designed for Hmong women and finds
many of them lacking in their ability to provide adequate
economic mobility for the future. Rather she sees them
as slotting the women participants into marginal low-wage
backwaters of the employment market.

William Meredith and George Rowe report on a study
of shifts in Hmong attitudes towards aspects of marriage
as a consequence of their contact with western ideas and
experiences. Echoing some of the authors of Part One they
suggest caution in generalizing about cultural commonali-
ties in such practices as polygyny, bride price and clan
endogamy of the Hmong in their Lao homeland. They suggest
that in some cases changes were already underway long be-
fore their arrival in the United States. However, their
data indicates that in certain areas, particularly for
the educated and female, under the influences of the new
environment, changes are reported in attitudes toward
gender equality in family decision-making and the accep-
tability of polyandrous relationships.

Beth Goldstein's study of a case of sexual assault
details the social implications when American values and
their legal expression conflict with Hmong values and
traditional forms of dispute adjudication. She points out
that in the American view such cases are seen as conflict
between individuals and consequently resolution pits one
against the other. From the Hmong standpoint the emphasis
is upon the effect the assault has upon the family and
clan system and therefore settlements represent negotia-
tions that heal the breach in group relations.

Catherine Stompus Gross provides a case study of the
adaptation of Hmong to a specific community, Isla Vista,
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California. She outlines what she finds to be both inhib-
iting and facilitating factors in the adjustment of this
group of Hmong to the community.

Nancy Donnelly's description of a Hmong needlecraft
sales cooperative provides a sociological analysis of the
tenuous relationships that exist in a joint American-
Hmong economic venture. More importantly she provides
those individuals and groups who have an interest in sim-
ilar endeavors with a framework by which they might exam-
ine aspects of their own activities. As she points out,
the very nature of the refugee situation places the Hmong
in the subordinate role of client to others, typically
Americans, who assume the super-ordinate roles of broker
or patron.

The final item in this section is a report intro-
duced by Stephen Reder of a symposium organized to dis-
cuss major issues that emerged in a government funded
study of Hmong resettlement in the United States. Doug
Olney reviews available demographic information. John
Finck discusses the significance of the large migration
of Hmong to the Central Valley of California. Bruce
Downing outlines some issues relating to the acquisition
of English. Shur Vang Vangyi reviews the employment sit-
uvation and the related problem of welfare dependency,
while Mary Cohen offers a hopeful view for the future as
Hmong have come to view education as a key to their even-
tual accommodation to life in the United States. Frnally
Simon Fass takes an economist's viewpoint in a report on
the various efforts that have been made to assist the
Hmong in gaining economic self-sufficiency.



TRAINING HMONG WOMEN: FOR MARGINAL WORK
OR ENTRY INTO THE MAINSTREAM

Sarah R. Mason

INTRODUCTION

Since the American withdrawal from Southeast Asia in
1975, approximately 650,000 refugees from Vietnam, Cambo-
dia and Laos have resettled in the United States. While
this refugee population as a whole has adjusted well to
American life, serious problems remain unresolved for
subgroups such as the elderly, older youth, preliterate
people and women. Recently the situation of refugee
women has become a focus of serious concern among reset-
tlement  officials, service providers, volunteers and
women's advocacy groups. The problems of Indochinese and
other refugee women have also been addressed by several
international conferences, including the United Nations
Decade for Women (Copenhagen, July 1980), the Intergov-
ernmental Committee for Migration Seminar on Adaptation
and Integration of Permanent Immigrants (Geneva, April
1981), and the United Nations High Commissioner for Ref-
ugees Workshop on Integration of Refugees from Indochina
in Countries of Resettlement (Geneva, October 1980).

A major issue at these international meetings has
been the low economic status of refugee women, a dispro-
portionate number of whom are household heads with large
family responsibilities. In the United States, a study
conducted in 1980 (Walter 1981:17) of 347 Indochinese
refugee women sponsored by Lutheran Immigration and Ref-
ugee Service, showed that one-third of the 238 households
were headed by women. Despite the stipulation of the
1980 Refugee Act that women must have the same employment
training opportunities as men, training programs acces-
sible to women have been inadequate and inequitable.
Generally job training programs targeted for male heads
of households are designed to prepare them for employment
in the economic mainstream, while women are channeled
into programs leading to marginal work such as house-
cleaning and cottage industry sewing. Income-generating
projects for refugee women have also focused on piecework
sewing, craft production, crop picking and other low-
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paid, exploitative labor. Although this type of employ-
ment provides refugee women with much-needed income, it
tends to stabilize their economic status at a low level
without providing them with the skills necessary for eco-
nomic mobility. Recent research (Fass 1983: Table 1)
indicates that sewing projects organized in the United
States as employment training and income-generating pro-
grams for refugee women, for example, have provided an
average annual income per participant of only $117 in
projects with minimal external funding and $303 in those
with substantial external funding.

The purpose of the present study is to survey the
employment training programs available to Hmong women
since 1975 in Minneapolis~-St. Paul, Minnesota--which has
one of the largest urban concentrations of Hmong in the
United States--and to evaluate the effectiveness of these
programs in resolving the problem of low economic status
among refugee women. The focus of the study is on the
types of training provided, accessibility of the programs
and economic outcome for the women trained.

The method of the study is, first, the collection of
statistical data, annual reports and other printed mater-
tals available from program administrators. The second
step is the interviewing of administrators, instructors
and Southeast Asian counselors and interpreters involved
in refugee employment training to gain additional infor-
mation not included in printed materials. This includes
data on support services provided (including child care
and transportation), location of training sites, tuition
costs, priorities in enrollment and tuition assistance,
educational prerequisites and potential for economic ad-
vancement in various areas of employment. The third step
is the evaluation of the training programs available to
Hmong women within the larger framework of training pro-
grams provided for Southeast Asian refugees.

The author views this as an exploratory study that
will provide preliminary data for a more comprehensive
study of employment training programs for Southeast Asian
women throughout the United States. The larger study will
include interviews with Southeast Asian women who have
participated in these programs, thus providing individu-
alized data on refugee women's work experience. This type
of data has not been available for the present study.
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The conceptual framework of the study is based on
recent research in the growing field of Third World wo-
men's education. New studies in this field have devel-
oped fresh perspectives on the effect of educational pro-
grams on Third World women's lives as workers, citizens,
mothers and wives, whereas earlier research focused on
women's education as a means of advancing the economic
development of Third World countries. Basic issues in-
clude accessibility of educational programs, type of edu-
cation provided, content, quality of instruction and the
social, political or economic outcome of the training.
The author views these issues as basic to the study of
educational programs for Third World women moving into
new socioeconomic orders, whether in developing countries
or in immigrant/refugee communities in the United States.

FEDERAL ASSISTANCE TO REFUGEE JOB TRAINING

Federal educational assistance for refugees in the
United States has been available since the influx of
Cuban refugees following Fidel Castro's rise to power in
1959, but until 1980 these benefits have varied widely
among nationality groups. The Cuban Refugee Program,
authorized under the Migration and Refugee Assistance Act
of 1962, provided for adult education and employment
training, as well as refresher courses for medical pro-
fessionals to assist them in meeting certification re-
quirements. The 1962 act remained in effect for over
twenty vyears, with no time limit on eligibility for the
approximately 800,000 Cuban refugees who arrived in the
United States during that period.

The Indochina Migration and Refugee Assistance Act
of 1975 extended these benefits to Southeast Asian refu-
gees but imposed a limit of three years on eligibility
(reduced to eighteen months in 1982). The 1975 act ex-
pired on 30 September 1977, and nearly a month elapsed
before new legislation authorized the continuation of
educational programs and other forms of assistance. From
October 1977 to March 1978 an interruption of five months
occurred, causing confusion in the refugee community and
frustration among administrators of refugee training pro-
grams. It was not until the enactment of the Refugee Act
of 1980 that permanent, comprehensive refugee legislation
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became effective. By early 1981, retrenchment in federal
spending on social programs caused drastic cuts in refu-
gee educational programs, despite the provisions of the
1980 act. These discontinuities have had a devastating
effect on refugee women's programs, looked upon by many
administrators as secondary in importance to other refu-
gee programs.

DEVELOPMENT OF INDOCHINESE WOMEN'S PROGRAMS

Indochinese refugee women's programs have evolved as
a complex network of English and cross-cultural orien-
tation classes, support groups and employment training
programs. Funded by various combinations of public and
private funds, they have been sponsored by voluntary
agencies, adult education centers, technical and voca-
tional schools and Indochinese mutual assistance asso-
ciations (MAAs). While many publicly funded women's pro-
grams have ceased to exist since 1981, employment train-
ing programs have in some cases continued to receive fed-
eral and state funding and others have continued with the
help of private resources. Some income-generating pro-
jects for refugee women have also developed training com-
ponents.

EMPLOYMENT TRAINING FOR SOUTHEAST ASIAN REFUGEE
IN THE ST. PAUL-MINNEAPOLIS AREA

Minnesota has been a major area of Southeast Asian
refugee resettlement since the late 1970s. In the fall
of 1981 the refugee population reached a peak of twenty
six thousand, 85 percent of whom lived in the St. Paul-
Minneapolis metropolitan area. The largest group were
the Hmong, who numbered nearly twelve thousand and--with
the exception of a small settlement in Duluth—virtually
all of this group resided in the metropolitan area. Dur-
ing the winter of 1982, which was a period of unusually
harsh weather and increasing unemployment in Minnesota,
several thousand Hmong left the state in hopes of finding
jobs and a warmer climate elsewhere. With the return of
warmer weather and an upturn in the state's economy, the
Hmong population stabilized in mid-1983 at approximately
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eighty-five hundred out of a total of twenty-three thou-~
sand Southeast Asian refugees in Minnesota. About twenty
thousand Southeast Asians continued to live in the metro-
politan area.

Employment training for Southeast Asian refugees in
the St. Paul-Minneapolis metropolitan area has included a
broad range of programs, the majority supported by state
and federal refugee assistance funds. At one end of the
spectrum is the University of Minnesota's degree and cer-
tification program for bilingual teachers. Only the most
educationally advantaged Southeast Asians have qualified
for this program. Employment training for refugees at
six metropolitan-area technical and vocational institutes
has also been provided but, due to the sheer number of
refugee applicants, only on a selective basis. Vocation-
al schools with large Southeast Asian enrollments have
established  special bilingual preparatory classes for
those lacking English proficiency.

At the other end of the spectrum is the publicly
funded Refugee Homemaker Program, where large numbers of
Southeast Asian refugee women—particularly Hmong women-—
are enrolled in prevocational programs. There are no
prerequisites for these classes, and bilingual interpret-
ers are employed to assist in conducting the classes.
Some classes have long waiting lists.

Several small-scale employment training programs
have been supported by both public and private funds.
While these programs--many of which are sewing projects—-
train a relatively small number of women, some have de-
veloped innovative training programs that may prove use-
ful in generating new ideas.

Two agricultural projects for Hmong families—one
privately funded and the other supported by public and
private funds--have provided English classes and training
for adult members of participating families. One of the
projects, sponsored by a voluntary agency, has thus far
provided training for the men only, although many of the
women are enrolled in Refugee Homemaker classes and may
be trained in record keeping. The other project has pro-
vided winter classes for men and women together, although
the men have far outnumbered the women during their first
season.
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Hmong women have participated in training programs
organized for refugees and nonrefugees, programs initi-
ated specifically for Hmong refugees and programs that
enroll predominantly Hmong women.

EMPLOYMENT TRAINING FOR HMONG WOMEN
IN THE METROPOLITAN AREA: AN ASSESSMENT

While Hmong women in the metropolitan area have par-
ticipated in a broad range of employment training pro-
grams, most of these programs have trained them for in-
dustrial or cottage-industry sewing, housecleaning or
food service, labor that is generally low-paid and sea-
sonal or part-time. Despite the initial availability of
federal funds for training refugee women on an equitable
basis, these programs have tended to channel Hmong women
into conventional sex-typed labor that represents a di-
rect extension of household activities. This policy can
only reinforce the traditional pattern of exploitation of
immigrant women's work that has prevailed since the turn
of the century. Programs departing from this convention
have generally trained only a few women but have played
an important role in the development of a core of leaders
among Hmong women in the metropolitan area. A handful of
these had prior education in Laos, but most did not. A
crucial factor in gaining admission to all but the lowest
levels of training has been access to English as a Second
Language (ESL) classes. Adequate time for ESL has not
been available to all Hmong women on an equitable basis
due to priority lists favoring heads of households, and
lack of support services such as child care and transpor-
tation.

At the post-secondary level, the University of Min-
nesota's  bilingual teacher training program included
fourteen Southeast Asian refugees, among them three Hmong
men and one Hmong woman, during its first academic year,
1982 to 1983. Although only one Hmong woman participated
during the first year, more may be trained in the future
as increasing numbers of Hmong students graduate from
high schools in Minnesota. The first Hmong woman en-
rolled may also serve as a role model for female Hmong
high school students, providing an example of a Hmong
woman who completed high school and continued her educa-
tion at the university level.
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This program is administered by the University of
Minnesota's College of Education and is funded by bilin-
gual teacher education grants from the United States De-
partment of Education. Participants receive financial
assistance for tuition, insurance and books. To qualify
for admission, applicants are required to pass the Min-
nesota Battery Test, designed for students who did not
graduate from high school in Minnesota and have lived in
the United States for less than three years. Students
admitted to the College of Education or College of
Liberal Arts are also eligible.

Most of the participants during the first year of
the program were already employed as bilingual teachers
in the St. Paul and Minneapolis public schools; by spe-
cial arrangement they were paid at the same rate as
teachers with B.A. degrees and certification. However,
a degree and teacher certification will enable the bilin-
gual teachers to attain higher pay levels or move into
other areas of employment such as administration or
research.

At the six metropolitan area vocational schools, ap-
proximately eight hundred fifty Southeast Asian refugees
enrolled in employment training programs (including reme-
dial and prevo-cational classes) during the fall term of
1983. Of the total eight hundred fifty about three hun-
dred (35 percent) were Hmong, but only sixty (7 percent)
were Hmong women. Most of the Hmong women enrolled in
either the St. Paul Technical Vocational Institute (TVI)
or the Minneapolis Technical Institute (MTI). Nine en-
rolled in a part-time prevocational program administered
by the Special Intermediate District 916 Vocational
Technical Institute (916 Vo-Tech) at the Galt School in
White Bear Lake, an eastern suburb of St. Paul.

Southeast Asian refugees applying for employment
training at these three schools are required to take the
Structured Tests in English Language (STEL). Those with
satisfactory scores are admitted to regular vocational
classes, and a limited number with lower scores are
placed in remedial or prevocational classes.

In many ways vocational training for Southeast Asian
refugees at these three schools is reasonably accessible.
All have Southeast Asian counselors, and two have bilin-
gual assistants in some of the classes in which Hmong
students are enrolled. Most Southeast Asian students are
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eligible for Pell grants and guaranteed student loans,
and some are eligible for public assistance while enrol-
led in employment training courses. All three schools
can be reached by public transportation.

For many Hmong women with preschool children, how-
ever, a major obstacle is the lack of adequate child-care
facilities. Although some have a mother-in-law in the
home who can care for the children while the younger
woman attends school, in many instances this is not the
case. MTI students may use the child care services at
the adjacent Minneapolis Community College (MCC), but the
cost—up to $65 per week for a full-time student with one
child—is prohibitive for most Hmong women. Neither 916
Vo-Tech nor TVI provides child-care facilities.

The largest number of Hmong women have enrolled in
training programs at TVI. About thirty-two enrolled
during the fall term of 1983. The convenience of TVI's
location in the Summit-University area-—-an area of con-
centrated Hmong resettlement--has made it a popular
choice among Hmong women. More important, TVI is the only
vocational school in the metropolitan area that has de-
veloped a full-fledged bilingual program. Because Hmong
women generally received less education than men in Laos,
and have often had lower priority for enrollment in ESL
classes in Minnesota,] this is an important factor in
making vocational training more accessible to this group
of women.

The Bilingual Program of TVI is the outgrowth of an
earlier program initiated for Hispanic students in 1975.
The latter program was established after the AFL-CIO and
affirmative action groups urged the Minnesota Legislature
to provide employment training for Hispanics who arrive
each year as migrant farm workers and often remained to
look for work in the winter. When the Southeast Asian
refugees arrived in the state soon after the program was
initiated, the program was extended to meet the needs of
both groups. Bilingual services for Southeast Asian stu-
dents at TVI include bilingual counseling, bilingual as-
sistants in classes as needed, and bilingual support
services, including tutoring, for students in all voca-
tional programs. In addition, some bilingual courses are
offered each term for students with a low level of
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English proficiency. These prepare them for jobs that al-
so require little English, such as wall painting or ap-
parel arts.

While a few Hmong women who have graduated from Min-
nesota high schools achieve a high enough level of En-
glish proficiency to enter programs in such subjects as
office skills or bookkeeping, the majority of Hmong women
at TVI have enrolled in apparel arts, a class in indus-
trial sewing that requires an English proficiency level
of only 200 (the minimum for regular vocational classes)
as measured by the STEL tests. Often there is a waiting
list of Hmong women for this class. At the end of each
term recruiters from the garment industry and other manu-
facturing companies come directly to the school to sign
up Hmong women who have completed the training. These
recruiters usually offer the women about $3.70 per hour,
or just over minimum wage, and also offer them piecework.
The hourly wage Hmong women can eventually earn in this
industry may reach $5 or $6, but layoffs are frequent
during the winter months, and while some companies offer
benefits, others do not. Several companies have hired as
many as forty Hmong women to work under a Hmong foreman.
With this arrangement the women need only a minimum level
of English proficiency.

A much smaller number of Hmong women have enrolled
in special programs in commercial foods that also require
only a minimum of English proficiency. During the early
1980s eighteen Hmong women were trained in food service
for work in a restaurant at the Twin Cities International
Airport. Twelve of the eighteen women were hired by the
restaurant manager as salad makers at minimum wage. In
early 1984 a bilingual class for Southeast Asian students
with English proficiency levels as low as 100 was ini-
tiated to train kitchen assistants for restaurant work.
Four Hmong women and four men signed up for the course
which will prepare them for work at just over minimum
wage.

A housecleaning class for refugees with low English
proficiency, which was offered in the summer of 1983,
also enrolled a majority of Hmong women (although most
Hmong women training for the workplace seem to prefer to
enter sewing programs). Only about 40 percent of the
students got jobs after completing the course, and for
that reason the class was not repeated. Women who did



110 THE HMONG IN TRANSITION

find employment earned $4.50 or slightly more per hour,
but worked part-time without benefits. After a number of
men joined the class, however, instruction in janitorial
work was added for them, while the women received train-
ing in cleaning homes. Some of the men got janitorial
jobs at $5.50 to $7.50 per hour, although they too worked
on a part-time basis.

A comparison of the types of training and economic
outcome for Hmong men and women at TVI illustrates the
inequities of Hmong women's training opportunities in
vocational schools generally. If a woman trained in food
service works full-time year around in a minimum wage job
at $3.35 per hour, she can earn $6,968 per year. A woman
trained in industrial sewing can earn $4 per hour or
$8,320 per year if she works full-time year around in a
garment factory (most are laid off during the winter
months). If her pay reaches $5 per hour she can earn
$10,400 if she is not laid off. Women trained in house-
cleaning earn far less in part-time work. All the above
incomes are well below the poverty level for a family of
six, the average size of Hmong families in St. Paul and

Minneapolis.2
In contrast, Hmong men at TVI, many of whom also

lacked formal education when they arrived in the United
States, have been channeled into fields such as auto
mechanics, weldin and machinists' training. Welders
make from $8 to 515 an hour or more and machinists earn
from $6 to $9 an hour. Wages for auto mechanics vary
according to the number of skills mastered, and range
from just over minimum wage to $12 an hour. The economic
benefits increase if an individual opens his own shop.

While much of the training of Hmong women at TVI and
other vocational schools has been conventional, sex-typed
job training, it should be pointed out that other types
of training for Hmong women have existed in the past and
still occur from time to time. For example, from 1980 to
1982, TVI staff developed one of the most innovative ref-
ugee programs in the metro area, the Health Interpreters
Training Program. About half the forty-five interpreters
trained in this program were Hmong women. Supported by
federal and foundation funding, the primary goal! of the
program was to train Southeast Asian health interpreters
to provide effective communication between local health
care providers and refugee patients.
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Initiated by the Ramsey County Child Health Consor-
tium (comprising public and private health, education,
welfare and social service agencies), the Health Inter-
preters Training Program served both the East and West
Metro Refugee Health Projects. The projects were orga-
nized in 1980 in response to the growing recognition by
local health care providers of the need to expand their
services to the large number of Southeast Asian refugees
arriving in St. Paul and Minneapolis in 1979 and 1980.

With the guidance of the Refugee Program Office, TVI
staff members developed curriculum and teaching materials
for a short-term certificate training course for health
interpreters that included both health education and ESL.
The two main criteria for acceptance into the program
were prior health care experience, either in Southeast
Asian or the United States, and sufficient proficiency in
English (tested at TVI. Trainees for the first class
were recruited through CETA and contacts in resettlement
agencies and refugee mutual assistance associations.
After the {first class was trained, recruitment was no
longer necessary as refugees applied for admission after
hearing about the program, or were sent by resettlement
agencies in Minnesota and neighboring states.

More than half the trainees were Hmong, due to the
large size of the Hmong communities in St. Paul and Min-
neapolis as compared to other refugee settlements. Only
three or four Hmong men were accepted for the program.
About twenty-two Hmong women were accepted and completed
the health interpreters training course.

Health interpreters were generally placed in metro-
politan area clinics or nutrition programs, or returned
to agencies in other states immediately after certifica-
tion.  Initially their pay at the entry level was $5 an
hour, but those employed by city or county agencies be-
came civil servants and  usually received substantial
raises after their jobs were evaluated by the civil ser-
vice system. Those employed by voluntary agencies also
received raises, and most were eventually earning between
$8 and $10 per hour by the time the program ended in
1983. While most health interpreter positions became
permanent, those who Ilost their jobs after the program
ended had no difficulty finding other jobs in the health
care field.
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MTI and 916 Vo-Tech have enrolled fewer Southeast
Asian students than TVI. However, the pattern of employ-
ment training for Hmong women is the same at MTI, and 916
Vo-Tech enrolled only one woman in regular vocation
classes in the fall of 1983. In 1983 approximately 200
Southeast Asian students enrolled at MTI each term.
About 60 of these were Hmong, but only 18 were Hmong
women. The majority of the women enrolled in apparel
arts services, a class in industrial sewing. There was
no Hmong counselor--the only bilingual counselor was
Vietnamese—and remedial and prevocational classes were
no longer available at the school. At 916 Vo-Tech ap-
proximately 154 Southeast Asians enrolled in the fall of
1983. About 90 were Hmong (including those in remedial
and prevocation classes). Only 10 of these were Hmong
women, and only one attended regular vocational classes.
Nine were enrolled in a prevocational clas. A Hmong
counselor, who assists in classes when needed, and his
Hmong assistant provided support services to Hmong stu-
dents.

The Refugee Homemaker Program in St. Paul and Minne-
apolis, supported by state and federal funding, enrolls
the largest number of Hmong women of any refugee educa-
tion program in the metropolitan area. While the home-
maker program has been described as prevocational, it is
far less formal in format than prevocational classes at
vocational schools. While the latter require testing for
admission and are concerned mainly with improving the
students' English and math, homemaker classes have no
prerequisites, and bilingual interpreters are available
for all sessions. Tuition is free. Classes meet for two
hours, once or twice a week.

In St. Paul, classes are located in public housing
projects, and Hmong women living in the projects are
within easy walking distance of the class sites. Child
care is provided without charge. In Minneapolis, classes
are held in schools, churches and community centers.
While they are generally located near refugee residential
areas, the women must provide their own transportation.
Only one site provides child care.

The St. Paul homemaker program dates back to 1964,
when the residents of public housing projects were
largely immigrants or migrants from the South. The ini-
tial goal was to enable low-income, homebound women to
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conserve their resources by efficient home management.
Curriculum included food and nutrition, family sewing,
child development, consumer education and home manage-
ment. The first Hmong enrolled in homemaker classes in
St. Paul in 1977. As the number increased, special sec-
tions were set aside for them because of language prob-
lems, and interpreters were provided for these sections.
Very quickly the classes became predominantly Hmong.
Because the Hmong women wanted to learn employment
skills, an attempt was made to provide prevocational
training in classes like home sewing and housecleaning.
Other classes like coat relining and knitting--skills for
cottage industry projects--have been added more recently.
Nearly four hundred Hmong women were enrolled in home-
maker programs in St. Paul in the fall of 1983.

An innovative spin-off of the St. Paul program has
been the Training for Hmong Liaisons, a project initiated
in the fall of 1983. Initially liaisons were selected
from women in the classes and trained informally by the
instructors to serve as intermediaries between American
teachers and Hmong women students. The main criteria in
their selection was proficiency in English and knowledge
of the subject, although most were women with no prior
education in Laos. Formal training in professional in-
terpreting and general work skills will enable these
women to find comparable jobs if funding for their pre-
sent positions is cut off, or to seek full-time, year-
round work from which they can earn more than in their
present part-time, seasonal work (no classes are held in
the summer). Ten liaisons were enrolled in the Training
for Hmong Liaisons program, which included ESL as well as
professional  training. Initial training sessions were
held at TVl with the help of TVI staff. These were
followed by classes in homemaker classrooms with instruc-
tors from the homemaker program. While pay for liaisons
has varied according to length of experience, trained
liaisons will earn up to $7 per hour. They may be able
to find higher pay outside the homemaker program.

The Minneapolis Refugee Homemaker Program was ini-
tiated in January 1983. While the St. Paul program
served as a model, the Minneapolis classes have been more
obviously shaped by the need of Southeast Asian refugee
women to learn a skill for employment. One of the Minne-
apolis programs, the Regina Project, which began as a
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community education class before the Minneapolis home-
maker program was established, is a full-fledged employ-
ment training course in industrial sewing and house-
cleaning. The Regina Project, begun in the fall of 1982,
enrolls forty Hmong women per semester in two eighteen-
week terms, beginning in September and ending in May.
From Tuesday to Friday, two groups of twenty women each
attend one hour of English and two hours of sewing (in-
cluding instruction in the wuse of industrial machines).
On Mondays, all students attend two hours of house-
cleaning instruction (four hours each Monday during the
last six weeks of the class), taught by an employee of a
professional cleaning service.

Women enrolled in the program are allowed to use
both the industrial and home sewing machines after hours
and on Saturday to do piecework on commission from local
businesses.  This provides the women a means of earning
supplementary income. By working very quickly, a few can
make up to $5 an hour, but most earn just over the mini-
mum wage of $3.35 an hour.

While Hmong women trained at TVI have had little
difficulty finding employment in the garment industry,
Regina graduates often have not found work in industrial
sewing, particularly in winter. A few have found sewing
jobs elsewhere at $3.50-an-hour entry wages. Many have
continued to do piecework at home if they own a sewing
machine. Apparently employers are looking for Hmong
women with a higher level of English and sewing skills,
such as those trained at TVI.

Cleaning jobs have been available at $4 an hour,
part-time, with no benefits. Many women trained in the
Regina Project have found such jobs, although most prefer
piecework sewing. Training at Regina has not included
hotel or janitorial work thus far. Hmong women could get
full-time hotel jobs at minimum wage, or part-time jani-
torial work in the evening at $5 to $10 an hour. The
latter includes no  benefits, although full-time hotel
work may include them.

Although no child care or. transportation is provided
by the Regina Project, it has drawn Hmong women from all
over the metropolitan area and 100 are on the waiting
list. A survey of women in the English class indicated
that most were able to leave their children with unem-
ployed spouses or other relatives, and that many had
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formed car pools from St. Paul or north Minneapolis to
reach the Regina Project in south Minneapolis. While
this shows the resourcefulness of Hmong women and their
need for employment training, it may also mean that women
at Regina are a self-selected group that has greater re-
sources and more relatives to turn to than many other
Hmong women may have available.

Other Minneapolis homemaker classes besides the
Regina Project have included instruction in family plan-
ning, consumer education, foods and nutrition, use of
community services, home management, office skills and
orientation to employment. Most of the classes have
interpreters available. @ About 250 Hmong women, as well
as other refugee women, were enrolled in these programs
in the fall of 1983.

An experimental program was also initiated in 1933
by the coordinator of the Refugee Homemaker Program.
While still in its earliest stage, and already threatened
by cuts in federal funding, the program provides state
vocational part-time teaching licenses for Southeast
Asian instructors in health and nutrition. The instruc-
tors are employed as interpreters by metropolitan area
health agencies, but are paid for their part-time teach-
ing by the homemakers program. Eventually classes will
be taught by Southeast Asian instructors in other home-
maker subject areas as well.

Three Southeast Asian instructors--all Hmong women--
have been licensed thus far. Licensing is obtained
through MTI, and job training is provided by sponsoring
agencies. The three already licensed were trained in the
Health Interpreters Training Program at TVI, and then
employed by the Ramsey County Nursing Service, the St.
Paul Public Health Department and the federal food pro-
gram for Women, Infants and Children (WIC). They teach
weekly classes in health and nutrition at McDonough Homes
in St. Paul and were paid $14.23 an hour in 1984.

While the main purpose of the Refugee Homemakers
Program has not been to provide vocational or prevoca-
tional training to refugee women, several innovative pro-
jects in interpreter and teacher training that have
emerged from the Homemaker Program provide evidence of
the possibilities for Hmong women's employment training
beyond the conventional areas of industrial sewing and
domestic housecleaning.
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Five small training projects for Hmong women in the
metropolitan area have been sponsored by a private
agency, an MAA, a church organization and two enterpris-
ing individuals. Three are sewing projects that are pri-
marily income-generating, but have added a training
component. In two of these the women work for minimum
wage or less while receiving training in handwork or
machine sewing. Some earn just over minimum wage on
piecework, if they work very quickly. In the third,
three women who were trained in the shop earned $4.50 per
hour in the fall of 1983, and continued to learn other
business skills in the course of their work. In two pro-
jects the women work part-time only, while one provides
full-time work for four or five women a year. None of
these projects provide child care or transportation, and
none receive public funds.

Family Service of St. Paul, a private agency sup-
ported largely by United Way funding, has provided bilin-
gual instruction for Hmong women interested in licensing
their homes for day care as a means of supplementing
their income. Since early 1981 more than 100 Hmong women
have participated in the agency's Family Day Care Train-
ing Program. This training includes twelve to fifteen
hours of training in application procedures, county regu-
lations on health and safety, nutrition, first aid and
children's activities such as crafts and games. There is
no charge for the training. No child care or transpor-
tation is provided.

Although many Hmong women have participated in the
program, a large number have not completed the program
for a variety of reasons. Often their homes did not pass
fire inspection or they could not afford the required
equipment. In early 1984, twenty~seven Hmong homes were
licensed for day care.

Many of the clients of Hmong day-care homes are
Southeast Asian refugees attending ESL or employment
training classes. If they are on public assistance the
Minnesota Department of Public Welfare pays for day care
while they attend classes. The Department of Welfare
makes day-care payments directly to the care provider at
the rate of $1.40 per hour or a maximum of $9.75 per day
per child. No more than five children, including a maxi-
mum of two infants, can be cared for by one woman. How-
ever, the majority of clients leave their children only a
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few hours each day, and in the summer far fewer children
are brought to day-care homes, with the result that most
care providers' incomes vary considerably according to
the season. If a Hmong woman cares for three children
for four hours a day, five days a week, she can earn $336
a month, from which she must subtract any expenses in-
volved in providing the care.

Often Hmong women who provide day care are them-
selves on public assistance, and welfare regulations
require that 40 percent of the earnings of self-employed
recipients (providing day care) must be deducted from
their welfare grants. If they live in public housing,
their rent will be raised proportionately to the amount
earned.

Training for family day-care licensing does not
qualify an individual for work in a day-care center, and
jobs in such centers are often difficult to obtain. Thus
while Hmong women may gain some knowledge of American
expectations in caring for children, the training they
receive does not provide directly transferable skills or
qualifications.

In the fall of 1983 a housecleaning training program
for Southeast Asian men and women was initiated by a pub-
licly funded refugee employment service. Of the seven
who completed the ten-week course in December, three were
Hmong women. All are working for $4 an hour on a part-
time basis with no benefits. Because they are welfare
recipients they must work under twenty hours a week to
avoid jeopardizing their benefits. No support services
are provided by the training program; those receiving
welfare may be eligible for child-care and transportation
assistance.

All four of the small-scale projects described have
provided training in traditional areas of women's work,
leading to low-paid, part-time or seasonal work. Busi-
ness skills learned in one project could be transferable
to another job or used for self-employment in a business
or cooperative enterprise. Neither child care nor trans-
portation has been provided by these projects.

In the spring of 1983 the Agricultural Extension
Service of the University of Minnesota launched a train-
ing program for thirty Hmong families as part of the
Minnesota Agriculture Enterprise for New Americans, known
as the Hmong Farm Project. Participating Hmong families
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have remained on public assistance during the training
period, but eventually will be owner-members of a Hmong
cooperative.  While no households headed by women have
thus far been included in the project, Hmong women have
participated in winter training classes on an equal basis
with their husbands during the first year of operation.
Training has included ESL and agriculture courses. Women
have participated in machine maintenance, woodworking and
other work traditionally performed by men. During the
winter of 1983-1984, these classes comprised thirty-two
men and seven women. The number of women participating
is expected to increase after the first year. The pro-
ject pays transportation and child-care allowances for
participating families. @ The economic outcome cannot yet
be determined.

CONCLUSION

The data from the present study indicates that most
training programs for Hmong women in the St. Paul-Minne-
apolis metropolitan area have reflected a conventional
notion of immigrant women as needleworkers and house-
cleaners, a notion more relevant to an era that is long
past in the American economy than to the 1970s and 1980s.
While such labor provided immigrant women with a stable
but meager income at the turn of the century, current
policies of training Hmong women in the same areas of
marginal, low-paid work can only create a permanently
disadvantaged group of women.

On the other hand, several innovative training pro-
jects that have emerged in the fields of teaching, inter-
preting and health care suggest that, given the opportun-
ity for adequate preparation in ESL and employment train-
ing, Hmong women can successfully enter the economic
mainstream of American society. A program still in the
planning stage proposes retraining health interpreters,
and others with health-care backgrounds in Laos or the

United States, as health professionals. This might
include training as nurses, nurses' aides, medical tech-
nicians and dental assistants. Other areas not fully

explored include training Hmong women in administrative
skills, business management and organization of coopera-
tives.













































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































